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ABSTRACT
FROM MEDITATION TO INFORMATION: READING AFTER UNIGENITUS
Andrew Starling
Sophia Rosenfeld
In 1713, the Papal Bull Unigenitus condemned 101 propositions extracted from the Jansenist
Pasquier Quesnel's popular, seventeenth-century, French-language Bible commentary, the
Réflexions morales. This dissertation argues that Unigenitus and the controversies that followed it
transformed the ways in which readers of the controversies read and conceived of what they
were doing when they did so. Confronted by all legitimate authorities in the Church and French
monarchy, Jansenist polemicists appealed to the public to judge if Unigenitus' condemnation of
Jansenism was just. To judge, though, this public needed to be informed. To this end, Jansenist
polemicists prescribed new models of reading and provided members of this public with both
theological and historical arguments to justify the condemned doctrine. These arguments took a
wide variety of forms, including cutting-edge genres, such as periodicals; more traditional ones,
such as catechisms and almanacs; and non-textual forms, such as engravings and songs. These
messages traveled through both formal and informal channels of the licit and clandestine French
book trades. The contents of these texts, their forms, and the modes of production and
distribution used to bring them to readers conditioned reading in significant ways, notably, by
positioning readers on the side of truth against the arbitrary power of the Church and the French
monarchy. The ultimate effect of this campaign was a transformation in reading practices from a
reading practice that was primarily meditative, focused on a small corpus of mostly books of piety
and aimed at elevating one's thoughts to God through self-reflection, to one that was primarily
informative, centered on a wider corpus of texts, especially newspapers and contemporary
histories, and aimed at gathering knowledge for judgment and argument in the here and now. In
helping to bring about this shift, the Unigenitus controversies contributed, in ways both intended
and unintended, to a more general "reading revolution" in eighteenth-century Europe and to the
making of the critical spirit of the Age of Enlightenment among readers up and down the social
hierarchy.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

In a 1719 pamphlet, Jean-Joseph Languet de Gergy, Bishop of Soissons, remarked on what he
believed to be a recent, sudden, and profound shift in the way that readers, and in particular
female readers, approached texts. Before, he stated, “one read to edify oneself, and one
meditated upon what one had read to better oneself.” He elaborated, “piety was without curiosity
and without ostentation; she made do with silence and docility; she feared knowing too much.”
This “simple” and “humble devotion” was, however, a thing of the past. In a few short years,
readers in France, and most especially in Paris, had changed. Today, he wrote, “one must read
everything, reason about everything, and judge everything boldly without hesitation.”1
What lay at the root of the emergence of this new form of reading and the new forms of
reasoning and critical judgment that accompanied it at the beginning of the eighteenth century in
France? The answer might seem obvious. At least since the 1935 publication of Paul Hazard’s
magisterial work La Crise de la conscience européenne, 1680-1715, the idea has been relatively
commonplace that, from the end of the seventeenth century to the beginning of the eighteenth, a
dramatic shift in mentality occurred in Europe and especially in France. As Hazard put it, “One
day, the French people, almost to a man, were thinking like Bossuet. The day after, they were
thinking like Voltaire.”2 Anyone with even a passing knowledge of what happened in the
eighteenth century recognizes it as the Age of Enlightenment, a moment during which reading,
reasoning, critical thinking, and judgment were supposedly democratized. Such a reader would
reasonably assume that Languet de Gergy’s lamentation about ladies who dared to read about,

1

“On lisoit, pour s’édifier, & on méditoit ce qu’on avoit lû, pour en devenir meilleur [….] la piété étoit sans curiosité, & sans
faste; elle s’accommodoit du silence & de la docilité, elle craignoit de trop sçavoir […] Cette devotion si simple, & si
humble, n’est presque plus [….] il faut tout lire, raissoner de tout, & juger hardiment sur tout.” Jean-Joseph Languet de
Gergy, “Seconde instruction de Monseigneur l’évêque de Soissons, dressée en faveur de Madame le Marquise de *** où
il montre quel est aujourd’hui le parti le plus sûr,” in Jean-Joseph Languet de Gergy, Troisième lettre pastorale de
Monseigneur J. Joseph Languet, évêque de Soissons aux ecclésiastiques de son diocese (s.l., 1719), 153-154. Wherever
quotations have been translated in the body of the text, I have given the original language in the footnote below. All
punctuation, spelling, and grammar has been maintained from the original documents. Unless otherwise specified,
spelling, punctuation, and capitalization of titles follow the catalogue entries from the catalogue of the Bibliothèque
Nationale de France.
2
Paul Hazard, The Crisis of the European Mind, 1680-1715, trans. by J. Lewis May, with an introduction by Anthony
Grafton (New York, 2013), xiii.
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think about, and judge things for themselves was an early anti-Enlightenment diatribe,
symptomatic of the death throes of a conservative religious age being swept away by the rising
tide of an enlightened, secular modernity.3 Such a reader would be wrong.
Languet de Gergy would prove to be no fan of the Enlightenment of Voltaire and
Montesquieu, but in 1719, he had a different target in mind: Jansenism, a controversial strand of
Augustinian Catholicism feared in France as much for its anti-hierarchical political implications as
its theology. The particular provocation to which he was responding was the controversy ignited
by the 1713 Papal Bull Unigenitus. This dissertation is an exploration of how the Unigenitus
controversies helped to transform reading practices among a relatively large and diverse group of
readers in early eighteenth-century France, thereby contributing to what other scholars have
called a more general “reading revolution” in eighteenth-century Europe.4 To begin to understand
these controversies and the changes they worked, we must start with some context.
Jansenism and Unigenitus
The Jansenist controversies of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were always both
theological and political. Originally set off by the posthumous 1640 publication of Cornelius
Jansen’s Augustinus, a series of disputes divided the French Catholic Church for over a century,
most prominently pitting French Jesuits against those who defended Jansen and his work and
who were pejoratively labeled “Jansenists.” At the heart of these seemingly interminable disputes
was a quarrel over the nature of God’s grace and the extent of the role humans played in their
own salvation. For Jansenists, grace was efficacious, freely given by God, and irresistible once
given. As good Augustinians, they also believed that humans in the wake of the fall could do
nothing to merit their own salvation. It was predetermined. By contrast, the Jesuits, following the
teachings of the sixteenth-century Jesuit theologian, Luis de Molina, believed that humans played

3

William Bulman has recently underscored this popular understanding of the Age of Enlightenment in the face of much
academic revisionism. William J. Bulman, “Enlightenment for the Culture Wars,” in William J. Bulman and Robert G.
Ingram, eds., God in the Enlightenment (Oxford, 2016), 2, 7.
4
Rolf Engelsing, “Die Perioden der Lesergeschichte in der Neuzeit,” in Rolf Engelsing, Zur Sozialgeschichte deutscher
Mittel- und Unterschichten (Gottingen, 1978), 111-154.
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a significant role in their own salvation, could choose good on their own with the help of only
God’s sufficient grace, and could be absolved of their sins by an act of penitence and
communion. While the Jansenists accused their opponents of Pelagianism—that is, of
downplaying the consequences of the fall and maintaining an overly optimistic belief in humans’
ability to freely choose good and merit their own salvation—the Jesuits portrayed the Jansenists
as crypto-Calvinists. Where the Jesuits maintained close ties to centralized authorities in the
papacy and the French monarchy, most notably as confessors to the kings, the Jansenists often
drew on Gallican conciliar arguments in their defense, found their most prominent political support
among the parlements, and were sometimes even labeled republicans.5
The Jansenist controversies were also always fundamentally a phenomenon of the book,
defined by censorship and battles over interpretation. Jesuit attacks on Jansen’s Augustinus
began even before the work appeared in print. They culminated in the 1653 condemnation of five
propositions supposedly extracted from the Augustinus in the Papal Bull Cum Occasione and
then in the 1657 Bull Ad Sacram, which stated that the propositions were, in fact, in the book
itself, even if attentive readers could not find the exact wording of the propositions there.6 From
Cum Occasione on, the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries in France were marked by
efforts on the part of Jesuits, some French bishops, the pope, and the French monarchy to
suppress Jansenism and Jansenist books and by Jansenist efforts to fight this attempted
repression. The most notable Jansenist responses to these efforts in writing came from Antoine

5

On what defined Jansenism doctrinally and distinguished it from both Molinism and Calvinism, see Monique Cottret,
Histoire du jansénisme: XVIIe-XIXe siècle (Paris, 2016), 51-56; Dale K. Van Kley, The Religious Origins of the French
Revolution: From Calvin to the Civil Constitution, 1560-1791 (New Haven, 1996), 60-61; On the long-standing Gallicanism
of the parlements, see Jotham Parsons, The Church in the Republic: Gallicanism and Political Ideology in Renaissance
France (Washington, D.C., 2004); Jacques Grès-Gayer has highlighted the extent to which Unigenitus triggered further
polarization between Molinist-Ultramontane-Royal forces and Jansenist-Gallican-Parlementaire forces. Jacques M. GrèsGayer, “The Unigenitus of Clement XI: A Fresh Look at the Issues,” in Theological Studies 49 (1988), 259-282; Jeffrey
Burson has extended this argument to suggest that these factions went beyond religion and politics to the creation of
distinct varieties of Enlightenment Catholicism. Jeffrey D. Burson, “The Papal Bull Unigenitus and the Forging of
Enlightenment Catholicism, 1713-1764,” in History Compass 12, no. 8 (2014), 672-684; While Dale Van Kley has long
demonstrated the polarization between Jansenists and Jesuits along theological and political lines in eighteenth-century
France, he has recently broadened this polarization beyond France’s border, describing a pan-European and North
American neo-Augustinianism and neo-Pelagianism that, nevertheless, did not always map on to the same political
divisions that Jansenism and Jesuitism in France did. Dale K. Van Kley, “Religion and the Age of ‘Patriot’ Reform,” in The
Journal of Modern History 80, no. 2 (June 2008), especially 271-272.
6
Monique Cottret, Jansénismes et Lumières: Pour un autre XVIIIe siècle (Paris, 1998), 11-14; Cottret, Histoire du
jansénisme, 7, 51-52.
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Arnauld, who argued that while the pope could condemn the five propositions as heretical, he had
no power to determine definitively that they were in Jansen’s Augustinus, and from Blaise Pascal
who, in his popular Lettres provinciales, defended Arnauld and attacked the Jesuits for their
casuistry and moral laxity.7 Perhaps more striking still than these writings were the actions of the
nuns of Port-Royal, the seventeenth-century Jansenist stronghold, who, following Arnauld’s
argument and taking it still further, refused to sign the Formulary of Pope Alexandre VII, which
demanded blind obedience concerning both the heresy of the propositions and the fact that they
were actually in the Augustinus.8 These controversies were reignited again and again over the
course of the second half of the seventeenth and the early eighteenth centuries. Unigenitus was
designed simply to be the most comprehensive attempt to end the disputes over Jansenism.
Unigenitus was requested by Louis XIV, promulgated by Pope Clement XI on 8
September 1713, accepted by an assembly of the French clergy in January 1714, adopted by the
French Crown via letters patent on 14 February 1714, and registered in the parlement of Paris a
day later. It condemned 101 propositions extracted from Pasquier Quesnel’s seventeenthcentury, French-language Bible commentary, Le Nouveau Testament en françois, avec des
réflexions morales sur chaque verset. Quesnel’s propositions were condemned in-globo as
everything from “false,” to “offensive to pious ears,” to “seditious,” to “heretical.”9 They were also

7

For a discussion of the arguments and impacts of both of these works, see Cottret, Histoire du jansénisme, 53-56, 6369.
8
Daniella Kostroun, Feminism, Absolutism, and Jansenism: Louis XIV and the Port-Royal Nuns (Cambridge, 2011);
Daniella Kostroun, “Putting Pascal to Practical Use: Jansenist Women at the Peace of Clement IX,” in Journal of the
Western Society for French History 31 (2003), 50-63.
9
Unigenitus was first officially published in the Délibérations de l’assemblée des Cardinaux, Archevêques et Evêques,
tenue à Paris en l’année 1713. & 1714, sur l’acceptation de la Constitution en forme de Bulle de N. S. P. le Pape Clément
XI, portant condemnation de plusieurs propositions extraites d’un livre imprimé en françois & divisé en plusieurs tomes,
intitulé “Le Nouveau Testament en françois, avec des réflexions morales sur chaque verset,” à Paris 1699 & autrement,
“Abrégé de la morale de l’evangile, &c. des epitres de saint Paul, des epitres canoniques, &c. où Pensées chrêtiennes sur
le texte de ces livres sacrez,” à Paris 1693 & 1694, &c. (Paris, 1714). For this dissertation, 86 different editions of
Unigenitus were examined in no fewer than 298 unique copies, produced by the Church, the state, the Jansenists, and
their opponents, and housed at the Bibliothèque Nationale de France, site Mitterand, the Bibliothèque Nationale de
France, site Richelieu, the Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal, the Bibliothèque de la Société de Port-Royal, the Bibliothèque
Sainte-Geneviève, the Bibliothèque Mazarine, the Newberry Library, the Clementine Library at the Catholic University of
America Library, the University Library at the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, the University Library at Utrecht University,
Princeton University’s library, the library of the University of Pennsylvania, and my own personal collection. A list of
Jansenist editions of Unigenitus by year and a list of copies of each edition is provided at the end of this dissertation.
Nevertheless, this is not a complete census of editions. It does not include the official editions with which pro-Unigenitus
bishops published the Bull in their dioceses in 1714 and 1715, the editions of the Bull produced by the Jesuits, or editions
of the Bull produced in languages other than French. The most comprehensive work on the origins of and varied reception
of Unigenitus, especially by interested parties, to date is given in the work of Lucien Ceyssens. Lucien Ceyssens and
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taken as representative of Quesnel’s and, more broadly speaking, the Jansenists’ views on
subjects including the love and fear of God, the two covenants, the weakness of human will, the
power of God’s grace, predestination, faith, the structure of the Church, excommunication, and
the reading of holy scriptures. Intended to eradicate Jansenism in France once and for all,
Unigenitus instead catalyzed what contemporaries on all sides of the controversy termed a
“universal outcry.”10
The uproar that Unigenitus provoked was, in part, a product of the nature of the
condemned book and of the condemnation itself. The Réflexions morales, as the work was
commonly known, had circulated for roughly forty years with a royal printing privilege and multiple
episcopal approbations, which attested to its apparent orthodoxy and usefulness for clerical and
lay readers alike. The condemnation of such a work in the early eighteenth century in France
constituted a massive reversal on the part of Church and state authorities. Furthermore, the
Réflexions morales was fundamentally different from Jansen’s Augustinus, the condemnation of
which had occasioned an extended controversy in its own right. The Augustinus was divided into
three volumes, each containing roughly 1000 pages of Latin theological commentary on the
works of Augustine, densely packed into two columns on each page. Few readers could have or
would have engaged with such a work. By contrast, the Réflexions morales was a very popular
French-language Bible commentary that went through four different iterations and no fewer than
twenty-six different editions between 1668 and 1713 (this is not including abridgements of the
work that allowed it to reach even more readers).11 In contrast to the Augustinus, contemporaries
spoke of the Réflexions morales as a book that was “in the hands of all the world.”12 The
controversy surrounding the condemnation of the Augustinus turned on the question of whether

Joseph A.G. Tans, Autour de l’Unigenitus, recherches sur la genèse de la constitution (Louvain, 1987); a summary of
Ceyssens’ extensive work that draws out its wider political implications can be found in Grès-Gayer, “The Unigenitus of
Clement XI: A Fresh Look at the Issues.”
10
“Cri universel.” These words were the Conseiller de Parlement René Pucelle’s quoted in [Nicolas Gudver], La
Constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques où l’on fait voir l’opposition de la doctrine des Jésuites à celle des Saints
Pères, contenue dans les propositions du P. Quesnel (s.l., 1739), xii-xiii.
11
See Chapter 2.
12
“Il y avoit déja 42. ans que ce livre étoit entre les mains de tout le monde.” [Nicolas Gudver], La constitution Unigenitus,
avec des remarques et des notes (s.l., [1727]), v-vi.
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the five propositions condemned were even in the text itself, and few readers were in a place to
make this judgment. In the case of the Réflexions morales, the question was not whether the
propositions were in the text, as they certainly were, but whether they and the much-adored book
that contained them were condemnable.13
The condemnation also raised other issues. Notably, after years of revisions and
additions by Quesnel and others prior to Unigenitus, the Réflexions morales was a long, nonlinear, biblical commentary from which the extraction of any linear argument or unified theological
stance would have been difficult for any reader. When Unigenitus extracted and reordered 101
propositions from Quesnel’s Réflexions morales, the former text presented not only a
condemnation of the latter, but a particular reading of it, giving condensed coherence and a linear
argument to Quesnel’s work. Furthermore, few readers, including Quesnel himself, would have
recognized this reading as their own.14 Unigenitus thus raised crucial questions about the
interpretation of the Réflexions morales and, more broadly, about interpretive practices and
hermeneutic authority. Ultimately, the question of what did the Réflexions morales say and mean
opened debate about how one should read such a text and who had the right to determine its
meaning.
The moment in which Unigenitus was received in France also conditioned its reception.
Between Cum Occasione and Unigenitus, several significant changes in the book trade, its
regulation, and French culture more generally had occurred. In the first place, the second half of
the seventeenth century and the early eighteenth century witnessed the culmination of a long
process by which the royal administration asserted its exclusive jurisdictional claim over prepublication censorship against such claims by the university, the episcopacy, and the
parlements.15 This bureaucratic centralization was accompanied by the issuance of licenses,

13

Thomas M. Carr Jr., “Jansenist Women Negotiate the Pauline Interdiction: The Case of the Would-Be Nun, MarieCatherine Homassel Hecquet,” in Arts et Savoirs [online], 6 (2016), n.p.
14
In an abridged version of the Réflexions morales, written by Quesnel masquerading as “une Dame de qualité,” few of
the passages that would become the condemned propositions were included. [Pasquier Quesnel], Pensées pieuses tirées
des Réflexions morales du Nouveau Testament (Paris, 1711).
15
Raymond Birn, Royal Censorship of Books in Eighteenth-Century France (Stanford, 2012), 9-10.
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which helped to consolidate power in the book trade in the hands of Parisian printers and
booksellers, who became increasingly complicit in regulation.16 At around the same time, in 1667,
the Paris police was created and tasked with, among other things, both post-publication policing
of the book trade and, later, with keeping tabs on public sentiment by the use of police spies or
mouches.17 These measures to expand the early modern French bureaucracy helped, in theory,
to establish royal control over what was printed and read within the realm.
At around the same time, Louis XIV also attempted to gain more control over the French
Church and to establish religious uniformity within the realm. He promulgated two major edicts on
Gallican Liberties in 1682 and 1695 that defined the relationships among the monarchy, the
papacy, the French episcopacy, the parish clergy, and the parlements in the most favorable terms
for the monarchy and the French episcopacy. These edicts gave the royal administration
increasing control over religious and temporal affairs in France. In the intervening years, Louis
XIV also revoked the Edict of Nantes, officially ending the tolerance of Protestants within the
kingdom. These moves helped to establish a Gallican-absolutist ideology that tied the fortunes of
the monarchy closely to those of the Church, making any attack against the one into an attack
against the other by necessity.18 Finally, this ideology was propagated in practice by relying on
and contributing to a wider trend in the growth of book production and consumption at the end of
the seventeenth century. This trend saw the expansion of small-format, vernacular printing and a
corresponding growth and diversification of the reading public.19 In theory, the French monarchy
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entered the eighteenth century with a unified ideology, the technical means of disseminating it,
and the administrative capacities necessary to enforce it. When the monarchy decided to throw
its weight entirely behind Unigenitus, any challenge to the Bull became a challenge to absolute
monarchy itself.
One by one, however, these tools that were intended to buttress absolutism were turned
against it. Already before Unigenitus, Jansenist books of piety had played an outsized role in
proselytizing the nouveaux convertis in the years after the revocation of the Edict of Nantes. The
state-funded, small-format, vernacular publication of Jansenist books, such as Pierre Nicole’s
Essais de morale, Louis-Isaac Lemaistre de Sacy’s Bible, or Sacy’s translation of the Imitation de
Jésus-Christ, helped to contribute to what a contemporary anti-Jansenist historian of Unigenitus
described as a pervasive Augustinianism, bordering on Jansenism, in the late seventeenth and
early eighteenth centuries in France, which conditioned the public reception of Unigenitus.20
While the books used to re-educate the recently converted Huguenots had been printed
with royal privileges and episcopal approbations, the centralization of censorship and the
consolidation of power in the book trade backfired in other ways in Unigenitus’ wake. The system
of pre-publication censorship demanded that printers and booksellers submit manuscripts to
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censors prior to publication to receive privileges for the exclusive rights to print their books. Since
Unigenitus pronounced a blanket condemnation on works written or printed in defense of
Quesnel’s Réflexions morales or against Unigenitus, rather than submitting works to censors,
Jansenist authors turned to the clandestine book trade in the Low Countries, the French
provinces, and even, most surprisingly, in Paris itself.21 This trade was filled with enterprising
individuals, by-and-large the losers of absolutist consolidation in the book trade, who were more
than happy to print Jansenist polemical works for the right price. The works they produced were
overwhelmingly in small formats and in French. They were funded by the boîte à Perrette, a large
sum of money, raised through donations from Jansenist families, that was used to support exiled
priests, to capitalize Jansenist printing, and to subsidize Jansenist print.22
Because Jansenist texts were produced outside of the system of pre-publication
censorship, authors could take liberties in their writing, and the state’s only recourses to
counteract this illicit trade were condemnations and policing, both of which presented their own
problems. Post-publication condemnations were employed mostly as symbolic weapons in
struggles for jurisdictional control over the book trade. Instead of reducing interest in condemned
works, they tended to increase it.23 Furthermore, condemnations could also serve as summaries
of illicit works that distilled the most seditious possible readings of them and spread them further.
Policing was the most effective means of cracking down on the illicit trade. It was the
police who seized books and arrested authors, printers, booksellers, and peddlers to halt the
trade within Paris and from the provinces and abroad. Police actions were not primarily symbolic.
Additionally, police action was, theoretically, far quieter than were public condemnations and thus
was less likely to draw the attention of readers to the books and pamphlets that they were not
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supposed to read. Still, post-publication policing was not a resounding success, and police
repression backfired as Jansenist authors narrated police efforts to root out the Jansenist press in
a way that helped to win the public’s sympathy.
The power of this public support was also, in part, a result of the surrounding context. In
part because of the growth of the book trade, increases in literacy, and the invention of new
genres at the moment Unigenitus arrived in France and received the backing of papal, episcopal,
and royal authorities, the “public” itself was beginning to be redefined, in other contexts, as a
reading audience that was authoritative in its judgments and that could potentially challenge or
legitimize extant authorities.24 As we shall see, Jansenist polemicists drew on and expanded this
notion of the “public” that was already developing in other domains in the early eighteenth century
in France.
The book trade, its regulation, and French culture more generally had, therefore,
changed substantially between 1653 and 1713, and it is important to recognize that they
continued to evolve over the course of the controversy from roughly 1713 to 1757. The
oppressive regime of censorship and policing under Louis XIV, from 1713 to 1715, gave way to a
more relaxed regulatory environment under the Regency from 1715 to 1723. After the Regency,
however, French authorities intensified their efforts to root out Jansenism and the anti-Unigenitus
press again until the 1750s, at which point years of failure had taught French authorities that
heavy-handed attempts at repression only increased the popularity of Jansenist polemical works
and drew more sympathy to the Jansenist cause, leading French authorities largely to abandon
these efforts in theory and in practice at the mid-century.25
The nature and focus of the debates changed over time as well. In the early years of the
controversy, from roughly 1713 to 1717, polemicists on both sides focused primarily on attacking
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or justifying Quesnel, the Réflexions morales, Unigenitus, and the measures taken, especially by
the majority of the Gallican episcopacy and the French monarchy, to accept and publish
Unigenitus in France. These works considered and debated the Bull in all its dimensions: the
events that had led to it, the orthodoxy of the theological doctrine it contained, the nature of the
Church’s governing structure—that is, its ecclesiology—and how the Church determined
doctrine.26 These issues would continue to receive attention throughout the entirety of the
Unigenitus debates.
From 1717 until about 1727, the appeal to a future Church Council to judge whether the
pope’s condemnation of Unigenitus was justified occupied the attention of most polemicists.
Works from this period focused on the appeal launched by Jean Soanen, Bishop of Senez;
Charles-Joachim Colbert de Croissy, Bishop of Montpellier; Pierre de la Broue, Bishop of
Mirepoix; and Pierre de Langle, Bishop of Boulogne-Sur-Mer in 1717. These bishops were soon
joined by other bishops, parish priests, university professors, members of religious communities,
many nuns, and even some laypeople, who filed their own acts of appeal calling for a Church
council to review Unigenitus and to decide if it could be accepted by the Gallican Church.27 These
further appeals and efforts to elicit them occasioned the production of still more polemical works.
Then, from around 1727 to 1732, a series of events, jurisdictional controversies, miracles,
and convulsions took center stage in the polemical works of both sides of the controversy. In
1727, a provincial council in the archdiocese of Embrun suspended and exiled from his see the
Jansenist Bishop of Senez, Jean Soanen. The council’s ruling led lawyers before the parlement
of Paris to write a highly publicized consultation against it, which signaled a shift from clerical to
lay leadership in the defense of Jansenism. The council’s decision also led directly to the printing
of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, the Jansenist’s weekly newssheet, which began in February
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1728. Over the course of the rest of the Unigenitus controversies, the parlement of Paris and, in
particular, the barristers, would remain deeply invested, helping to politicize further an already
highly political theological dispute, and the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques helped to broaden the
Jansenist appeal to an ever wider lay public.28 Abetting the spread of Jansenism and Jansenist
sympathies even more than parlementary support and printed news were the miracles and
convulsions, which began to be performed in 1727 at the tomb of a recently deceased Jansenist
deacon, François de Pâris. The miracles and convulsions brought new audiences in, but they
also divided the Jansenists themselves and alarmed their opponents, the authorities, and noncommitted commentators alike.29 All these controversies produced a tremendous amount of print
and other media.
Finally, from roughly 1732 to 1757, while miracles and convulsions continued to occupy
some authors and readers, a controversy surrounding the refusal of sacraments, even to the lay
faithful who would not accept Unigenitus, increasingly took center stage. As a way of more
aggressively pursuing Jansenists and rooting out, in particular, Jansenist confessors, some
priests and eventually the Archbishop of Paris demanded that parishioners produce billets de
confession, signed documents attesting to their confession to a priest who had accepted
Unigenitus, before they received the sacraments and especially the last rites. A Jansenist
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confessor could sign no such document, so those who confessed to him could not produce one.
As such, some Jansenists died without receiving the last rites. The parlements entered the fray
again on behalf of these unjustly persecuted souls, raising yet another jurisdictional fight in the
longer history of Jansenism between the parlements and the episcopacy, and the Jansenist press
publicized the fight, highlighting the example of those who would suffer persecution in defense of
the truth.30
This timeline could be carried forward into the eighteenth century and even beyond.
While one historian of Unigenitus, Jacques-François Thomas, cut off the history of Unigenitus in
1730, when the Bull was made a law of Church and State, the tendency of more recent histories
of eighteenth-century Jansenism has been to extend this history further, even calling the French
eighteenth century itself, "the Century of Unigenitus.”31 Nevertheless, the years around 1757
provide a more natural endpoint for this study. Most importantly, while some readers continued to
have access to Unigenitus after 1757 in passed down copies, the last edition of the Bull in the
eighteenth century was printed and published that year in Gabriel-Nicolas Nivelle’s monumental,
three-volume, folio La Constitution Unigenitus déférée à l’Église universelle, ou Recueil general

30

On the refusal of sacraments and its consequences, see Dale K. Van Kley, The Damiens Affair and the Unraveling of
the Ancien Régime, 1750-1770 (Princeton, 1984), 99-163; Van Kley, The Religious Origins of the French Revolution, 142154; for general surveys of the history of eighteenth-century Jansenism that cover all of this ground, see Cottret, Histoire
du jansénisme; Maire, De la cause de Dieu à la cause de la nation; Van Kley, The Religious of the French Revolution;
William Doyle, Jansenism: Catholic Resistance to Authority from the Reformation to the French Revolution (London,
2000); John McManners, Church and Society in Eighteenth-Century France, Volume 2: The Religion of the People and
the Politics of Religion (Oxford, 1998); Louis Cognet, Le jansénisme, 3rd edition (Paris, 1968).
31
Thomas, La querelle de l’Unigenitus; for the language of “the Century of Unigenitus,” see Cottret, Histoire du
jansénisme, 149; Van Kley, The Religious Origins of the French Revolution, 75; Catherine Maire brings her account of
Jansenism up to at least the expulsion of the Jesuits from France in 1764 when, in her view, the Jansenists by defeating
their enemies, drained their own cause of all energy and influence. Maire, De la cause de Dieu à la cause de la nation;
while not a historian of Jansenism, Michael Kwass has argued for a similar endpoint as, after the expulsion of the Jesuits,
policies of royal taxation seem to have taken center stage in parlementary debates. Even if lawyers continued to draw on
language first employed in the Unigenitus controversies, they used it to make even wider appeals in their case against
taxation. Michael Kwass, Privilege and the Politics of Taxation in Eighteenth-Century France (Cambridge, 2000), 166-172;
Nicolas Lyon-Caen locates the endpoint of Jansenism’s influence in the mid-1770s, when the Maupeou and Turgot
reforms combined to undermine corporate privileges in Paris, thereby depriving the Jansenists of their primary social
base. Lyon-Caen, La boîte à Perrette, 508-509; Dale Van Kley, Bernard Plongeron, and Edmond Préclin have taken the
story of Jansenist influence to the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, which, if not entirely influenced by Jansenists, was
nonetheless inspired by Jansenist principles. Van Kley, The Religious Origins of the French Revolution, 349-367; Edmond
Préclin, Les Jansénistes du xviiie siècle et la constitution civile du clergé (Paris, 1928); Bernard Plongeron, Théologie et
politique au siècle des lumières (1770-1820) (Geneva, 1973); Monique Cottret and Valerie Guittienne-Mürger, finally,
have carried the history of Jansenism into the nineteenth century as a source of French liberalism. Cottret, Histoire du
jansénisme, 295-320; Valérie Guittienne-Mürger, “Le libéralisme dans les Nouvelles ecclésiastiques pour le xixe siècle,” in
Chroniques de Port-Royal 65 (2015), 97-124.

13

des actes d’appel interjetés au future concile general, de cette constitution et des Lettres
Pastoralis officii.32 The last down-market edition of Unigenitus was printed in 1753, at the height
of the crisis over the refusal of the sacraments.33 Alongside the fact that Unigenitus literally began
to receive less publicity during the mid-1750s, the police also began to care less about cracking
down on Jansenist print, including the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques.34 This more laissez-faire
attitude towards the Jansenist press was also made the official policy of Chrétien-Guillaume de
Lamoignon de Malesherbes, the director of the book trade, in 1758 and 1759. Unlike his other
arguments in favor of the liberalization of book trade regulations in France, which were, to some
extent, rooted in ideas of progress through debate, Malesherbes justified his call for a free
religious press on completely practical grounds. First, the police never had been able to stop the
production of Jansenist print. Second, the Jansenists dominated the public sphere of print
compared to their Jesuit opponents because only Jesuit works were ever stopped once they were
condemned by the parlement of Paris. Third, by making Jansenist works legal, the administration
could hope to make them more moderate. Finally, French authorities could always have recourse
to post-publication condemnation.35 In this sense, by the mid-1750s, Unigenitus itself and the
Unigenitus controversies were beginning to fade even within the wider disputes over Jansenism.
As this timeline, the evolving nature of regulation, and the shifting subjects of the debates
themselves should obviously suggest, the texts readers encountered and the contexts in which
they read changed over time. Furthermore, readers interested in the controversy in 1714 were not
necessarily the same as those in 1718, 1728, or 1733. As René Taveneaux has noted, perhaps
somewhat hyperbolically, “Jansenism won the whole of society in successive layers—upper
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clergy, parlements, lawyers, parish priests, people.”36 Historians of Jansenism and the
parlements and of the Jansenist miracles and convulsions have underscored, in particular, a
broadening of support and the introduction of new readers into the reading audience for Jansenist
polemical works in the late 1720s and early 1730s.37
Nevertheless, while the texts, the contexts, and even the readers changed over time,
there were broad similarities in both the kinds of appeals that Jansenist polemicists made to their
readers and the nature of the works that readers encountered across time. As the Jesuit author of
the Bibliothèque janséniste noted in successive editions of his work from 1722 to 1752, all
Jansenist polemical works shared some traits. They were all marked by the theological principles
of Jansen and Saint-Cyran. They always spoke of Jansenists as “Defenders of the Truth” and of
their “love of the holy and pure truth.” They almost always spoke of the Church as bearing
witness to a time of mass apostacy. They nearly all favored a kind of conciliar structure for
Church governance that provided priests and laypeople with a role in the determination of
doctrine. Finally, because, according to the author, they could not defend their views with reason,
they defended their views with attacks on their enemies in the Church and the state, most
especially, the Jesuits.38
These common themes and threads enable us to study how different readers reacted—in
some cases, to the same texts, in others, to texts that were broadly similar in their core
messages—across the period in question. Contemporary readings of texts related to the
Unigenitus controversies led to multiple responses, but readers adopted a broadly similar set of
practices that were advocated and prescribed by Jansenist polemicists themselves. Furthermore,
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while it may seem strange to use the examples of different readers from 1714, 1718, 1728, and
1733, for instance, to illustrate the prevalence of a particular form of reading after Unigenitus, it is
more representative to take these readers together as evidence of a broad shift in reading
practices than it would be to take one reader from 1714 as representative of all readers in 1714
and to track subtle shifts over time. This kind of precision analysis in the history of reading is often
difficult because of the nature of the sources themselves, which do not tell us precisely when a
marginal note was scribbled, a miscellany was bound, or a page became dog-eared. This
dissertation thus takes a synchronic approach. Still, the question remains, why should we care
about how readers of the Jansenist controversies collectively read after Unigenitus?
Religion, the Enlightenment, and the Book
According to the classical narrative of the Enlightenment, the eighteenth century witnessed a
battle in which philosophes, armed with reason and print, fought and defeated irrational, corrupt,
and traditional Church authorities and then similarly arbitrary and seemingly despotic political
authorities, paving the way to a secular and democratic modernity.39 This narrative, as historians
have increasingly pointed out, falls short both in its account of the modernity in which we live and
of the eighteenth century that supposedly created it.40 Scholars of the eighteenth century have
variously pointed to the existence of “religious Enlightenments,” noted that many of the supposed
consequences of the Enlightenment could just as easily be given religious origins as enlightened
ones, and have argued for a definition of the Enlightenment as a set of media and practices that
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both religious and more canonically enlightened figures took advantage of in equal measure.41 In
all of this scholarship, the eighteenth century and the Enlightenment itself, even the most radically
anti-clerical and anti-religious variant of Enlightenment, which was found in France, have come to
look more religious than ever before.
Alongside this scholarship, scholars studying the history of the book have shown the
persistence of the religious book as the staple of the French book trade and of French reading
throughout the eighteenth century.42 Recent studies, conducted by the French Book Trade in
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Enlightenment Europe Project and synthesized by Simon Burrows and by the MEDIATE project
and so far sketched out by Alicia Montoya, have shown the extent to which, in Burrows’ words,
religious works, and particularly traditional devotional forms and books of piety, “remained the
dominant sector of the book trade by volume” until the very end of the eighteenth century.43 The
prevalence of religious books has been underestimated in previous quantitative studies for a host
of reasons, including that religious texts were seen as family property rather than parts of
individual libraries, that their small formats and modest prices did not make them worthy of note in
inventories, and that their intensive use meant that they broke down and needed replacement
often. Burrows argues further that in the late eighteenth century, French Catholics were reading
as much as, if not more than, Protestants in Britain, the Netherlands, and Northern Germany,
demonstrating that by the end of the eighteenth century, French Catholicism was no less a
religion of the book than was Protestantism.44
In this history of early modern French Catholic reading, the Jansenists played a central
role. In large part because they believed ignorance was no excuse for sin, from an early date,
Jansenists went on what historian Dale Van Kley calls “a bookish campaign literally to ‘enlighten’
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popular piety by means of catechisms, doctrinal explanations of the sacraments, and translations
of both Scripture and the mass into the vernacular.”45 The Jansenist recourse to print did not end
with seventeenth-century appeals to scriptural and catechetical literacy, but continued into the
eighteenth century, and was increasingly marked by an intensely polemical turn in the wake of
Unigenitus. Historian Catherine Maire estimates that no fewer than 2600 Jansenist polemical
works, to say nothing of editions, were printed from 1713 to 1765.46
Because of this bookishness, a book history approach to the history of Jansenism is not
entirely new. Scholars have examined the production, distribution, and ownership of Jansenist
print, the ideological commitments of Jansenist printers, the relationship between text and image
in Jansenist polemics, and, above all, the printing of the Jansenist periodical, the Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques.47 In their attempts to track the publication and distribution of Jansenist print,
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these scholars and others have argued for the significance of Jansenism in the formation and
mise-en-scène of the public in eighteenth-century France.48 For Arlette Farge, Jansenist print,
especially the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, helped to put faces on a popular public and to give it a
voice.49 Dale Van Kley has argued that the Unigenitus controversies were marked by the fact that
they took place in a more general “era of public opinion” and that the Jansenist press “created its
own public” and directed that public against the authorities.50 Mita Choudhury has emphasized
the extent to which the Jansenist public was brought into being by multiple media and especially
by print. She has highlighted the diversity of this public, including “men of law, the bourgeoisie,
and the menu peuple of Paris,” and has underscored the fact that the Jansenist public was, at
one and the same time, “a hodgepodge of people representing different social groups” and “a
unified abstract entity” that was authoritative in its judgments.51 Nicolas Lyon-Caen has sought to
show how this public was actually formed in part by print. While he has uncovered valuable
evidence concerning some of the books that Jansenist readers owned and shared, he has noted
the extent to which “establishing the reception of these works remains difficult.”52 Catherine Maire
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has similarly remarked that it is “impossible to establish with certainty how the [Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques and other Jansenist polemical works] were really received by readers.” She has,
nevertheless, speculated that they did not have their desired effect in that many convinced
Jansenists left behind texts for miracles and convulsions and others gained from them a critical
attitude that led them to abandon Jansenism altogether.53 In all this scholarship, Jansenism and
Jansenist print are shown to have formed a reading, judging, and acting public and, notably, one
that remained interested in religious reading materials throughout the eighteenth century in
France.
What these scholars have not done in any systematic way, however, is to attempt to
understand how these readers actually read the works they encountered. Moreover, a history of
Jansenist reading, which builds on and complements the work that these scholars have done on
the history of Jansenist printing, book distribution, book ownership, and the formation of the
public, can shed light on more than just the history of Jansenism alone. In the most
comprehensive study of eighteenth-century French religious reading, Philippe Martin has argued
that not only did religious books and, particularly books of piety, which he capaciously defines as
vernacular-language, cheap, small-format religious texts that were intended for lay reading
audiences, remain the most common reading material for readers from roughly 1640 to 1850, but
readers read these texts in fundamentally the same way over the course of the two-hundred-year
period in question. For Martin, readers of books of piety—from biblical commentaries to saints’
lives to even polemical religious works—read primarily meditatively, using such books to elevate
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themselves to God through self-reflection. While Martin observes a broad continuity in reading
practices over the course of this entire period, bringing into question the notion of a “reading
revolution” for most eighteenth-century French readers, he further argues that the period saw a
gradual and significant change in the effects of this reading, which led to a more interiorized form
of religion and helped spur the rise of the individual.54 Simon Burrows has largely followed Martin
in this regard, proposing that, “[i]n the century of the reading revolution, the dominant way of
reading remained deep engagement and intensely devotional in purpose." "Rather than gliding
fluidly from text to text,” he continues, “Enlightenment-era religious readers remained static on
their knees.”55 However, while such scholarship has rightly reemphasized the continued
significance of the religious book in France throughout the eighteenth century, we should also be
careful not to assume that all readers read these texts in the same ways that they always had
been read. Indeed, the study of Jansenist reading in the wake of Unigenitus challenges and adds
nuance to this perspective.
From Meditation to Information
While many readers likely continued to read meditatively over the course of the eighteenth
century, the Unigenitus controversies transformed the way in which those interested in the
controversies read even the books of piety that had previously been the subject of their
meditative reading. Chapter 2 explores the editorial history of the Réflexions morales prior to
Unigenitus; the ways in which contemporaries, both for and against the Bull, understood its
origins and immediate outcomes; and the Jansenist appeal to the public in Unigenitus’ wake.
Confronted by all legitimate authorities in the French monarchy, the papacy, and the vast majority
of the French episcopacy, Jansenist polemicists were forced to appeal to a new authority: the
public and its judgment. This Jansenist appeal to the public took place at a moment in which the
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public was beginning to be refashioned in other nearly contemporaneous controversies as a
reading audience that was authoritative in its judgments. However, the particularly Catholic nature
of the Jansenist appeal to public judgment, which relied on a reconceptualization of the Church
and its tradition, helped Jansenists to distance their own appeal from those of Protestant
reformers earlier and enabled Jansenist polemicists to elide different definitions of the public. At
one and the same time, Jansenist polemicists presented the public as an abstract, unitary, and
authoritative reading audience; the institutionalized body of all true Catholic believers; and a realworld collection of readers that was brought together by shared reading materials. These different
visions of the public helped to draw readers into the Jansenist reading community, to condition
their reading by encouraging them to look outside of themselves to other texts and other readers
to confirm the accuracy of their judgments, and to begin to believe in themselves as legitimate
judges of matters of Church and state.
Nevertheless, to pass judgment, Jansenist polemicists believed, readers needed to be
informed. To this end, they produced a massive number of polemical works of their own meant to
inform readers about the Unigenitus controversies. Chapter 3 examines the publication history of
Unigenitus itself, paying particular attention for the first time to the Jansenists’ own efforts at
publicizing the Bull; the different kinds of arguments Jansenist polemicists employed to attack
Unigenitus; and the reading methods Jansenist polemicists prescribed in the Bull’s wake. Where
religious readers prior to Unigenitus had been told to read works, including the Réflexions
morales, meditatively, after Unigenitus, Jansenist polemicists increasingly told their readers that
they needed to instruct or inform themselves. Informing oneself meant pursuing two sorts of
instruction: theological or doctrinal education, on the one hand, and knowledge about the context
surrounding the Bull, on the other. At the outset of the controversy, Jansenist polemical output
tended to take the form of easily digestible theological argument, presented in parallels, in which
the text of the 101 propositions condemned in Unigenitus was placed alongside justificatory
passages from the Bible and the Church Fathers. To reach a broader and less initiated audience,
especially after 1727, however, Jansenist polemicists began to produce works that focused less

23

on the substance of the disputed propositions and more on the characters and intentions of those
who supported Unigenitus and those who opposed it. In so doing, Jansenist polemicists
encouraged readers to learn about the troubles of the Church in the recent past and present as a
way of judging right Church doctrine. They accompanied such sources with works, both textual
and visual, that modeled how readers should read and to what actions their reading should lead.
In particular Jansenist polemicists emphasized the need to shift from a meditative reading
practice to an informative one, a shift that necessitated the production of still more polemical
works going forward.
Chapter 4, then, surveys the wide array of media used by Jansenists to reach readers
and auditors; Jansenist beliefs concerning the different affordances of such forms; the ways in
which their opponents both decried the Jansenist use of popular forms and begrudgingly
embraced popular forms in their own right to counter Jansenist efforts; and how the Jansenists, in
turn, somewhat hypocritically attacked their opponents for vulgarizing the dispute and debasing
themselves by producing cheap print. Just as the contents of Jansenist polemical works changed
to broaden their appeal, so too did the forms and formats that Jansenist polemicists employed to
package them. Building on a body of scholarship that has shown the extent to which print,
manuscript, and the spoken word not only co-existed in the early modern period, but also
interacted symbiotically in ways that led to the general expansion of all forms of communication,
this chapter shows how Jansenists experimented with cutting-edge media forms, such as
periodicals; reworked older, traditional forms, such as almanacs and catechisms; and used
smaller formats and a variety of other media, including engravings, songs, and even boardgames,
to reach different audiences and shape their judgments. These different forms and formats were
thought to invite different readers into the controversy and to encourage different sorts of reading.
They were designed to make Jansenist messaging accessible in a financial, a material, and an
intellectual sense. While the Jansenists’ opponents hesitated to legitimize appeals to public
judgment, pro-Unigenitus polemicists recognized that they could not let Jansenist media continue
to spread without response, and pro-Unigenitus polemicists printed their own small-format,
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popular-form works to influence the public, which they often, nonetheless, believed had no
authority to judge matters of Church and state. Both the Jansenists and their opponents were
aware of the advantages offered and the dangers posed by the use of such forms. The broad
audiences that they implied at times struck fear into Jansenists and the authorities, and the
authorities hunted Jansenist polemical works and their producers relentlessly as the authorities
worried about the effects of Jansenist reading.
Church and state authorities’ efforts to root out the Jansenist menace after Unigenitus
forced Jansenist polemicists to get creative in the ways that they brought their works to readers.
Chapter 5 seeks to expand on the existing literature on eighteenth-century Jansenist polemical
production and distribution by showing the multiple and varied ways by which Jansenist
messages traveled from different authors to printers, distributers, and readers. While the existing
literature has focused on the very important anonymous, clandestine book trade, centered at St.
Magloire in Paris, much Jansenist print came from entirely licit channels and was authored by
bishops and lawyers who had special privileges that allowed them to print and distribute their
works without pre-publication censorship. These licit works traveled through different channels
than their illicit counterparts. And even for illicit texts, there were a variety of networks of
production and distribution. Throughout the first half of the eighteenth century, the Low Countries
and the French provinces remained important points of production for Jansenist print, and texts
emanating from these locales often traveled through the usual networks of the underground book
trade, sharing space there with Protestant works, licentious novels, and even the early works of
the Enlightenment. The clandestine Parisian trade in Jansenist works, with its centrally
coordinated system of production and distribution, is more familiar to scholars of Jansenism.
Nevertheless, the role of roller printing, which was believed to be a major innovation in the
clandestine book trade, in enabling Jansenists to print their works in Paris has been
underappreciated, if not ignored. So too has been the extent to which Jansenist polemical works
had lives after their initial sale or distribution, as they were read aloud to new audiences or shared
among friends and colleagues. Above all, however, this chapter demonstrates the extent to which
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these different forms of production, distribution, and circulation influenced reading. In the first
place, they enabled it literally by furnishing readers with the materials to be read. In the second,
they conditioned it in certain ways, in particular, by transmitting texts through extant trust
networks that may have encouraged readers to believe what they read or heard. Finally, the
stories published about Jansenist print production and distribution helped to position readers on
the side of the truth against arbitrary authority as Jansenist polemicists narrated the authorities’
efforts to suppress Jansenist print. In dramatizing the game of cat-and-mouse played between
the police, episcopal authorities, and royal authorities, on the one hand, and the rag-tag group of
Jansenist authors, printers, booksellers, coach-drivers, and lowly peddlers, on the other,
Jansenist polemicists elided the defense and triumph of the Jansenist press with the defense and
triumph of Jansenism, the truth, and the public’s right to judgment itself.
How, then, did readers read this material and what were the effects of this reading? In
Chapter 6, we peer over the shoulders of readers at their marginal annotations and collecting
habits, and we listen to how they and others described their reading and the beliefs, feelings, and
actions to which their reading led. Jansenist polemicists’ efforts after Unigenitus worked to
reshape how Jansenist readers read and conceived of what they were doing when they did so.
Prior to Unigenitus, these readers—like most Catholic and Protestant readers—engaged in a
reading practice that was primarily meditative, centered on the reading and rereading of a small
corpus of texts, mostly books of piety such as the Réflexions morales, and aimed at elevating
one’s thoughts to God through self-reflection. In Unigenitus’ wake, thanks to the new sources and
new models of reading provided to them by Jansenist polemicists, many readers of the
controversy began to engage in a reading practice that was primarily informative, focused on a
wide array of texts, especially newspapers and contemporary histories, and aimed at gathering
knowledge for the purposes of judgment and argument in the here and now. In so doing, the
Unigenitus controversies contributed to a broader shift in reading practices that other scholars
have described as a “reading revolution” in eighteenth-century Europe.
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CHAPTER 2: An Appeal to the Public

On 20 February 1733, Christophe Simon, a Parisian layman, wrote and filed an act of appeal
against the Papal Bull, or Constitution, Unigenitus. Unigenitus had been accepted and published
by the majority of French bishops some eighteenth years earlier in 1714 and 1715. Nevertheless,
in March 1717 a group of four French bishops—Jean Soanen, Bishop of Senez; Charles-Joachim
Colbert de Croissy, Bishop of Montpellier; Pierre de la Broue, Bishop of Mirepoix; and Pierre de
Langle, Bishop of Boulogne-Sur-Mer—had launched a first appeal, calling for a future Church
council to settle the highly contested status of Unigenitus.56 Soon, other bishops, including LouisAntoine de Noailles, the Archbishop of Paris, many priests, and members of religious
communities throughout France had joined in the appeal.
Even at the height of the appeal’s popularity in 1719 and 1720, the appellants, as this
anti-Unigenitus faction was called, had been a minority when compared with their
constitutionnaire opponents.57 Following the 1726 appointment of Cardinal André-Hercule de
Fleury as Louis XV’s chief minister, the situation had grown still bleaker for the embattled
appellant minority. Many outspoken appellant clergymen had found themselves arrested via
lettres de cachets, officially banished, forced into hiding, blocked from promotion within the
Church, or replaced. Others simply had died as the controversy dragged on. In 1727, a provincial
council of clergy in the archdiocese of Embrun had suspended and exiled from his diocese Jean
Soanen, demonstrating that even bishops were not safe from this sort of anti-Jansenist
persecution. On 24 March 1730, the king had finally issued a proclamation declaring Unigenitus a
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law of Church and state and raising the possibility that the doctrine supported by Unigenitus was
a rule of faith.58
Yet in spite of all of the official support from French authorities and the papacy that
Unigenitus received (and perhaps because of the oppositional vacuum in the clergy that such
policies had created), Simon, a simple layman, felt confident to declare in 1733, some twenty
years after Unigenitus was originally promulgated, that “it is not true that the universal Church has
received Unigenitus.” He elaborated a laicist ecclesiology, or vision of Church governance, in
which the pastors were not the judges of the faith of their parishioners. Instead, they had an
obligation to make their own judgments conform to those of the people, conceived in the widest
possible terms. Simon concluded, “the laypeople, in turn, must make their voices heard.”59
While Simon’s act of appeal, a declaration of the laity’s right to judge matters of Church
and state, may seem stunning, he was not alone. Other laymen and women, as well as many
priests and nuns, articulated similar ideas in their own acts of appeal against Unigenitus.60 More
striking still, acts of appeal such as these, in which individuals opposed their own judgment to that
of the institutional and hierarchical Church as well as the French monarchy, were not the product
of a spontaneous upwelling of popular religion, but were instead invited, justified, and shaped by
a wealth of printed texts produced by Jansenist authors, primarily clerics and theologians, and
presses in the immediate wake of the Bull. These texts, in turn, built on a longer history of
Jansenist reflection on issues of public judgment that drew positive inspiration from earlier
Jansenist and also Protestant polemical writings.
In the immediate aftermath of Unigenitus, confronted by the reality that all legitimate
authority was pitted against them, Jansenist authors sought to reimagine the structure of the
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Church and to reconceptualize the Catholic concept of tradition to legitimize a new source of
authority: the “public” and its judgment. This Jansenist appeal to the public occurred at a time in
which the notion of the public as a reading audience that was authoritative in its judgments was
just beginning to emerge, most especially in the nearly contemporaneous Quarrel of the Ancients
and Moderns. The Jansenist appeal to the public had much in common with this earlier appeal to
the literary public, which was invited to make determinations of taste and to debate questions of
literary history in this well-documented "quarrel." Both prominently included women among the
cast of characters they deemed worthy of passing judgments on matters literary and theological,
respectively. Both were also committed to the notion that the public must be informed in order to
render judgment. Both, moreover, benefited from a new publishing landscape in late seventeenth
and early eighteenth-century France and, most particularly, from new forms of publication—the
periodical, above all—that enabled them to reach wide reading audiences. Most importantly, both
were acutely aware that asking the public to judge, even in matters literary or religious, was also
an inherently political act in early modern France.61
While the word “opinion” was never used by Jansenists themselves in conjunction with
the word “public” and while “opinion” retained a negative connotation throughout the Unigenitus
controversies as something that was always “erroneous,” “contested,” or at best, “probable,” the
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Jansenist concept of “public judgment” also had much in common with the later Enlightenment
concept of “public opinion.”62 Most notably, Jansenist public judgment and Enlightenment public
opinion were both conceived as unitary and authoritative. The social referent of the public in both
instances was also often, if not always, abstract and unclear. Finally, Jansenist public judgment,
like the later Enlightenment concept of “public opinion,” was commonly used to lend legitimacy
and authority to claims and arguments.63
Nevertheless, the visions of the public and public judgment articulated by the Jansenists
were different in crucial ways from those of the Moderns slightly earlier and those of
Enlightenment authors slightly later. These differences stemmed, above all, from the Catholic
nature of the Jansenist appeal. In printed works, most notably Vivian De La Borde’s Du
Témoignage de la verité dans l’Église and the Jansenist weekly newssheet the Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques, the lay public was asked to bear witness to the Church’s doctrine in language
that lay people, such as Christophe Simon, later borrowed to justify their own judgments.
Because the hierarchical Church was against them, Jansenist authors argued that the Church’s
doctrine and tradition were best understood as the lowest common denominator of doctrine
understood by the simple lay faithful. Their appeal to the lay public, then, was an appeal to a realworld, though still hard to define entity, the body of all Catholic believers, including “the common
public.”64 This body of believers, then, expressed its judgment in the clearly legitimate, orthodox,
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Augustinian “cry of the faith.”65 This judgment, while expressed in the form of public outcry, was
supposed to be informed. It was not, however, necessarily rational and deliberative. It could
instead be a visceral and emotional cry against injustice. Jansenist public judgment was also not
a progressive force. It was instead a deeply conservative one, based on an understanding of the
public as the repository of the Church’s tradition. The public’s judgment, then, reemphasized
known truth that was being subverted by supposedly corrupt forces and advocated reform that
would restore the Church to its original glory.66 Finally, in addition to these more or less
conceptual uses of the “public” and “public judgment,” the Jansenists also sought to use print and
these appeals to the public to create an active reading and judging audience or public in reality
that would gather around Jansenist works and would come to believe that its collective judgments
actually were legitimate and authoritative.67
The Jansenist vision of the public, then, had several crucial advantages as a polemical
tool. At one and the same time, the public was envisioned as an abstract, unified, and
authoritative tribunal; the somewhat more concrete, but still elusive, true Church; and a collection
of real-world readers, including even “le peuple” and “le public grossier.” These three different
definitions of the public worked together. Real-world readers were drawn in and empowered by
the belief that they were authoritative judges of doctrine as members of the true Church. The
recourse to the Augustinian concept of the “cry of the faith” as the expression of the simple
faithful’s disapproval of the reversal of the Church’s tradition, furthermore, enabled Jansenists to
distance themselves from the smear of crypto-Protestantism that had plagued them since the
mid-seventeenth century by forcing readers to look outside of the text to other readers and other
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texts in order to form their judgments and ensure that their judgments were correct. In this sense,
the particular form of the Jansenist appeal to the public provided Jansenist authors with
intellectual cover, as well as conceptual and real-world support.
Nevertheless, before we can develop an understanding of the Jansenist invitation to and
justification of public judgment and their efforts to create a real-world judging public, it is essential
to understand the circumstances that made such an appeal necessary. This chapter will begin by
examining the publication and reception histories of Pasquier Quesnel’s Réflexions morales
before Unigenitus and then the coming of Unigenitus itself to show why the condemnation
triggered so much public outcry and why Jansenist polemicists deemed the recourse to public
judgment essential. It will then go on to examine the Jansenists’ reimagination of the Church and
its tradition in their efforts to justify the appeal to public judgment when, as the author of the
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques put it in 1731, “the Truth and its Defenders [could] not find access but
to the tribunal of the Public.”68
The Book Condemned
The Réflexions morales was the product of nearly thirty years of writing, rewriting, and editing on
the part of Pasquier Quesnel. Born in Paris on 14 July 1634, Quesnel was the son of a
bookseller. Raised and educated first by a pious mother, he continued his religious education by
studying theology at the Sorbonne, from which he received his masters degree in 1653. In 1657,
he joined the Congregation of the Oratory, a society of priests without vows founded by Pierre de
Bérulle half a century earlier and known for its Jansenist ties. Quesnel was ordained as a priest in
1659, and he eventually rose to a high position in the Parisian Oratory, where he taught a number
of important students, including Jean Soanen, who would one day become Bishop of Senez and
one of Quesnel’s greatest defenders.69
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During his years as the Director of the Institution of the Paris Oratory, Quesnel first
started working on what would become the Réflexions morales. The first iteration of the work was
a French translation of a short Latin commentary on select Bible verses by the superior of the
Parisian Oratory. This version of the text was originally intended for internal use within the
Oratory’s schools, but it received a wider circulation when it was published in Paris by Charles
Savreux in 1668 as Les Paroles de la Parole incarnée Jésus-Christ Nostre Seigneur, tirées du
Nouveau Testament.70 After some encouragement, Quesnel decided to expand his work by
providing French-language commentary on the entirety of the four gospels. His first original
commentary was printed and sold in Paris by André Pralard, himself a Jansenist, beginning in
1672. At this early date, it had the approbation of Félix Vialart, then Bishop of Châlons-sur-Marne.
The title of this expanded version was the Abrégé de la morale de l’Evangile, ou Pensées
chrétiennes sur le texte des quatres evangelistes.71
These early iterations of the work, aside from being products of Quesnel’s personal
circumstances, were enabled by the wider historical context of the paix de l’Église (1668-1679), a
period of détente, meant to calm roiling disputes between the Jansenists and their enemies,
particularly the Jesuits. This period of relaxed regulation saw the publication of some of the
greatest seventeenth-century Jansenist works, including not only the earliest iterations of
Quesnel’s Réflexions morales, but also Louis-Isaac Lemaitre de Sacy’s translation of the Imitation
de Jésus-Christ, Blaise Pascal’s Pensées, and Antoine Arnauld and Pierre Nicole’s La logique.72
The peace, however, was always uneasy, and soon after it came to an end in 1679,
Quesnel went into exile in 1681 on account of his refusal to sign the formulary of Alexandre VII,
which demanded that a signatory condemn the five propositions of Jansen. He first went to
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Orléans, and in 1684, he traveled to Brussels to live with the Jansenist philosopher Antoine
Arnauld. Quesnel continued to write, and in 1687, Pralard printed the first edition of Quesnel’s
Abrégé de la morale des Actes des apostres, des Epistres de S. Paul, des Epistres canoniques,
et de l’Apocalypse. Ou Pensées chrétiennes sur le texte de ces livres sacrez, in which Quesnel
expanded his commentary from the gospels to the entire New Testament.73 The first edition of the
complete commentary published under its definitive title, Le Nouveau Testament en françois,
avec des reflexions morales sur chaque verset, pour en rendre la lecture & la meditation plus
facile à ceux qui commencent à s’y appliquer, was printed and distributed by Pralard in 1692.
Nevertheless, Quesnel continued to edit the work. In 1695, it received a new approbation from
Louis Antoine de Noailles, then bishop of Châlons-sur-Marne, who later that year would be
consecrated Archbishop of Paris. This approbation, alongside the earlier approbation of Vialart,
was printed with all subsequent editions, and Noailles played a significant role in editing and
correcting the work for a new 1699 edition.74
In total, no fewer than twenty-six editions of the Réflexions morales, in its various
iterations, were published in Paris between 1668 and 1706. In the course of its editorial history,
in the eyes of its author and his approbators, the text had achieved a new perfection with each
edition, only making it increasingly worthy of the approbations and the royal privilege that it had
received.75 But, what was this work, how was it meant to be read, and by whom?
At the end of all the additions and changes that Quesnel and Noailles made between the
original 1668 version and the 1699 edition, the work had grown immensely. It was around 3000
pages in octavo and duodecimo editions, usually bound in four or eight volumes. Quesnel used
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Louis-Isaac Lemaitre de Sacy’s French translation of the Bible as his base text, printing the
French-language Bible verses in italics in the integral text. The official Latin vulgate was given in
Roman type in the margins so that readers could verify, for themselves, the justice of Sacy’s
translations and, where necessary, Quesnel’s changes to Sacy’s originals. Wrapped around the
italic text of the French Bible verses, occupying the vast majority of each page, were Quesnel’s
reflections, which were numbered to correspond to each verse. In addition to the biblical verses in
Latin and French and Quesnel’s French-language commentary, each chapter was given a title,
and sub-sections were also sub-titled to identify the material being treated. Finally, interspersed
among the vulgate passages in the margins were also cross-references to relevant Old
Testament passages.
Outside of the integral text, the Bible verses, and Quesnel’s commentaries, the work also
contained a series of paratexts—the approbations of Vialart and Noailles, the royal privilege, two
prefaces, and various tables and indexes—that provided the work with official approval while also
explaining how to use it and by whom it should be used. The approbations of Vialart and Noailles
gave protection and authority to the book, and the solicitation of such powerful episcopal
approbations was a common Jansenist strategy, most notably employed in the posthumous 1670
publication of the second edition of Pascal’s Pensées, which included no fewer than sixteen
ecclesiastical and scholarly approbations to lend it legitimacy and protect it from the censors and
police.76 In his 1671 approbation, Vialart described the book as having been “by the providence of
God placed in our hands.”77 In his 1695 approbation, Noailles referenced Vialart’s approbation,
emphasizing that Vialart had approved a relatively imperfect version and underlining the fact that
Quesnel had added to and enriched his work with “many more holy and wise reflections” taken
from the Church fathers. Noailles went on to suggest that “this book will take the place of an
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entire library.”78 The royal privilege, finally, added further authority to the book, giving it the king’s
approval and Pralard, the owner of the privilege, the right to print the book legally and with
protection from pirates.
In addition to praising the book’s quality, the two approbators described the audience
they imagined for the book and how they thought it would be most useful. While addressing the
clergy under his charge, Vialart imagined them using Quesnel’s work to evangelize the people,
stating, “it is without doubt that one of the principle obligations of Christian life consists in having
the holy book incessantly before one’s eyes, from which to take the food of our souls and the
maxims of our conduct.”79 Noailles also promoted the book’s usefulness for the clergy, arguing
that it contained that which they needed to instruct and edify themselves and that which they
needed to teach the people they led.80 For Vialart, the book was to be used not just for the
edification of priests, “but also to facilitate the Christian instruction that [they] owed to their
people,” and the two bishops advocated a humble reading practice, centered on the “meditation”
of biblical truths, which were clarified by Quesnel’s reflections.81
While both Vialart and Noailles emphasized clerical reading, it is important to recognize
that their approbations were written as mandamuses, directives to the priests under their charges,
instructing them on how best to fulfill their clerical functions. The documents, therefore, while
printed as prefaces or forwards to the work, were originally destined for clerical consumption. Still,
this did not preclude lay reading of the Réflexions morales—quite the contrary. For his part,
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Vialart concluded that the clergy under his charge should advise their parishioners to read the
book for themselves.82
This was very much in keeping with Quesnel’s own intentions, as Quesnel, from the
moment he began expanding the work into the Abrégé de la morale de l’Evangile in 1672,
explicitly sought a much wider audience for his work than the clergy alone. In his preface to this
work, he spoke of “the obligation that the true Christians have to apply themselves with a very
great affection and diligence to the reading of the sacred book of the gospels that the son of God
has placed in our hands.” The scriptures, according to Quesnel, were meant for everyone, and as
the title of his book suggested, his reflections were designed to “render the reading more useful
and the meditation simpler.” Moreover, in his first preface, he outlined further his goal of making
the scriptures approachable for all Christians, a goal in line with much other Jansenist writing at
the time. To guide their reading, not only did he provide his commentaries, but he advised them
on the attitudes and reading practices with which they should read his work. In the first place,
they should approach the text with a “great desire to know Jesus Christ, to know God in him, and
to know our duties to God.” The work was to serve, above all, as a prompt to personal
meditation.83 While these prescriptions would have shocked almost no one at the time, they were
rendered controversial by Unigenitus itself, which condemned Quesnel’s expansive ideas
concerning the reading and readership of the Bible.
In addition to these prefaces, which outlined for whom the book was intended and how it
was meant to be used, Quesnel included tables and indexes that explained to readers which
passages they were to read when according to the Parisian and Roman liturgical calendars and
which passages could be said at different events. The work was meant to be meditated and
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reflected upon, but it was not meant to be read in a linear, cover-to-cover fashion. Readers could
dive into the text where and when the tables told them to or as they otherwise wished.
In terms of content, the Réflexions morales reflected the Augustinian leanings of its
Jansenist author. Theologically, Quesnel emphasized the fall and its consequences; the inability
of humans, in their fallen state, to distinguish on their own between charity and concupiscence;
and their consequent need for God’s love and, above all, God’s grace. God had predestined
those who would be saved, and He saved them through efficacious grace, with no regard for their
merit since, in their fallen state, they could not hope to merit salvation on their own without God’s
freely given grace. Ecclesiologically, Quesnel built on an extant Gallican tradition that traced its
roots to the fifteenth-century Spanish bishop of Avila, Alfonso Fernéndez de Madrigal, “El
Tostado,” and the fifteenth-century French theologian Jean Gerson, through the late-sixteenthcentury and early-seventeenth-century French theologian Edmond Richer. All of these thinkers
believed that the hierarchical church, the pope and the bishops, received their authority not from
God directly, but from the body of the entire Church. While Gerson and Richer defined the entire
Church in a conciliarist fashion, and Richer, in particular, emphasized the role of the second order
of the clergy, that is the priests, in the governance of the Church, Quesnel’s ecclesiology
resembled that of El Tostado most. Quesnel envisioned the Church as a body of all the faithful,
who gave authority to the pope, the bishops, and the priests who guided them. In his Richerizing
and laicizing understanding of the Church, Quesnel argued that, while the bishops were surely
arbiters in matters of doctrine, every legitimate decision that they made was made with the
presumed consent of the entire Church, including the second order of the clergy and the laity,
whom the bishops represented.84
While Quesnel’s work contained this potentially destabilizing doctrine, none of this would
have necessarily been objectionable. Augustine was a clearly legitimate source within Catholic
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tradition, and Gersonian and Richerist conciliarism had an established place within the Gallican
tradition. Given the nature of the text, it is possible and highly likely that none of these principles
would have jumped off the page as expressions of subversive theological or ecclesiological
doctrine to most French Catholic readers. When in 1711, two years prior to the promulgation of
Unigenitus, André Pralard printed a work entitled Pensées pieuses tirées des Réflexions morales
du Nouveau Testament, which contained the most important passages excerpted by a “lady of
quality” from Quesnel’s Réflexions morales, only six of what would become the condemned
propositions were among the many excerpted passages from the book.85 In certain cases, the
“lady of quality” excerpted all parts of a particular commentary except the section that would
come to be condemned, demonstrating that readers before the coming of Unigenitus certainly did
not read the book as a clear expression of the specific theology or ecclesiology that Unigenitus
later condemned.86
As the more than twenty-six editions, and even more if one includes abridgments, such
as the Pensées pieuses or the Instructions chrétiennes, attest, Quesnel’s work was immensely
popular with late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century French readers.87 As its approbations
and privilege show, it also had the sanction of both Church and state authorities for a long time.
This all begs the question: how did it come to be condemned?
The Promulgation and Immediate Reception of Unigenitus
Among contemporary accounts of the coming of Unigenitus, there were few points of consensus
among all sides except regarding the immediate response to the Bull’s arrival in France. In the
words of a host of contemporaries, Unigenitus was greeted in France with “universal outcry.”88
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Where accounts differed was not so much on the reality of the outcry, but on the reasons for it
and whether it mattered.
The pope promulgated the Bull on 8 September 1713 in Latin, having translated
Quesnel’s propositions from their original French in order to examine them, and the Bull reached
Louis XIV in Fontainebleau on 24 September that year. By early October, manuscript copies of
Unigenitus were circulating in Paris. Soon thereafter, printed copies in Latin and French began to
appear even before the official printing of the Bull in Latin and French ordered by the Assembly of
the Clergy in late October.89
For contemporary Jansenist historians Jean-Baptiste Louail and Jean-Baptiste Cadry,
authors of the four-volume Histoire du livre des Réflexions morales sur le Nouveau Testament et
de la constitution Unigenitus (1723-1726), the coming of Unigenitus could only be understood in
relation to the editorial history of the Réflexions morales. Louail wrote the first volume of the
Histoire du livre before his death in 1724, at which point Cadry picked up where Louail left off.
The first volume took the history of Unigenitus up to the 1717 appeal, and it is this volume that
concerns us here insofar as it allows us to glimpse the contemporary Jansenist understandings of
the origins and immediate impact of Unigenitus.
Louail was an appellant priest who had trained originally as a lawyer. Even before he
undertook to write the Histoire du livre, much of his published work concerned the history of
Jansenism.90 While all of his histories were polemical to some extent, the Histoire du livre was
explicitly part of a three-pronged textual assault on Unigenitus that sought to discredit the Bull in
the eyes of a wide audience. The Histoire du livre was an expanded version of a 1714 “préface
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historique” to the Hexaples, the most potent theological weapon in the Jansenist arsenal which
sought to provide readers with materials with which to make their judgments by placing the text of
the condemned propositions alongside justificatory passages from scripture and Church tradition.
The Hexaples and the Histoire du livre were accompanied by Vivian De La Borde’s 1714
ecclesiological work, Du Témoignage de la vérité, which sought to justify lay judgment in matters
of religion.91
In the Histoire du livre, Louail attempted to demonstrate the illegitimacy of the Bull by
examining the reception history of the Réflexions morales, arguing for its universal acclaim since
its first publication. Emphasizing the official and public approbation the work had received
throughout its editorial history and the fact that it had only improved from edition to edition, Louail
posed the question that would frame the historiography to come: how did a book universally
approved for “more than forty years” suddenly become condemnable?92
Louail’s answer to this question insisted that the condemnation was the product of a
Jesuit plot, corrupt personal politics, and the Jesuits’ and the pope’s desires for revenge against
the Cardinal de Noailles. Loauil first noted the many editions in which Quesnel’s work had
circulated with episcopal approbation and royal privilege, and he remarked on the fact that even
the bishops who would become the Bull’s foremost defenders, such as the Cardinal de Bissy, had
recommended the book to the priests and the faithful of their dioceses before the Bull, adding that
Clement XI himself used to read the book with admiration. The shift in course could only be
explained through Jesuit influence. The Jesuits had hated Noailles ever since he had stated that
he “would like always to be the friend of the Jesuits, never their valet.” Noailles was perceived as
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a defender of Augustinian beliefs regarding efficacious grace and predestination against the
creeping Molinist laxity within the Church. According to Louail, the Jesuits hoped to kill two birds
with one stone in their attack on the Réflexions morales, by embarrassing Noailles for having
protected Quesnel’s book and by condemning what they believed to be the book’s misreading of
the Augustinian tradition, which they believed produced a nearly identical vision of God’s grace
and free will to those envisioned by Calvinists. The Jesuits’ proximity to power as confessors to
the French king and their close relations with the pope made their plotting effective. While Louail
would not accuse Louis XIV of any misdeeds—instead suggesting that the king had been
misled—Louail painted Clement XI as having his own reasons to seek to embarrass Noailles,
who had condemned the Cardinal Sfondrate’s 1697 Nodus Praedestinationis, which Clement XI
had approved. Louail noted that the wording of Unigenitus mirrored Noailles’ condemnation of
Sfondrate’s book, stating explicitly that this was no coincidence, but an act of revenge.93
Still, Louail could not deny that Quesnel’s work had had a rocky reception even prior to
Unigenitus. He explained the long plot against the Réflexions morales, dating from Quesnel’s
1681 exile through the 1698 controversy surrounding Le Problême ecclésiastique; the 1702 Cas
de conscience; Quesnel’s 1703 arrest; the publication of anonymous pamphlets entitled Quesnel
séditieux and Quesnel hérétique in 1704 and 1705 respectively; the promulgation of a papal brief
in 1708 that condemned the Réflexions morales for the first time, but was not accepted by the
king of France; and attacks on the book by the Bishops of Luçon, La Rochelle, and Gap in 1710,
which led to disputes with Noailles and the retraction of the king’s privilege for the Réflexions
morales in November 1711.94 Nevertheless, Louail presented each of these challenges as part of
a long-standing Jesuit plot. By placing the coming of Unigenitus in the context of Jesuit plotting,
Louail hoped to unmask the corrupt machinations of the powerful, whom he presented as denying
self-evident truth and, in many cases, what they had once believed themselves, all for their own
personal gains and for reasons of political expedience. In this sense, Louail argued, even given
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all of the previous plots directed against the Jansenists, in general, and against Quesnel and the
Réflexions morales, in particular, the shock that greeted Unigenitus upon its arrival in France was
entirely justified.
For contemporary Jesuit historian Pierre François Lafitau, author of the two-volume
Histoire de la constitution Unigenitus, first published in 1737, however, the condemnation of the
Réflexions morales should have come as no surprise at all. His history began with a pastoral
instruction that highlighted his own authority as a bishop, outlined his view of the historiography,
and announced his purposes in writing. The challenge raised by the Jansenists was “one of the
most violent storms” that the Church of France “had ever suffered,” resembling the early stages of
French Calvinist history. Opinion between the Jansenists and Jesuits was so divided that Lafitau
claimed that he had delayed writing his history, not wanting to get involved in such an ugly
debate. He presented himself here as an unbiased voice who sought to reveal the “truth,” which
“put in the light of day and exposed with simplicity, would suffice to dissipate the clouds in which
some had desired to envelope it.”95
However, Lafitau’s history was anything but impartial. Lafitau was a former Jesuit priest,
an ardent supporter of the Bull, and from 1719 to the end of his life in 1764, Bishop of Sisteron.
Following his work on the history of Unigenitus, he wrote an ultramontane life of Pope Clement
XI.96 Indeed, Lafitau openly avowed his connections to the Vatican, and he argued that his history
was necessary because those who opposed Unigenitus “had given to the public a supposed
Histoire de la Constitution,” namely the Histoire du livre, in which “everything was generally
falsified,” and then they had added other works, including the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, “wherein
all facts are constantly imagined and painted with colors that only hell can lend them.”97
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Above all, Lafitau challenged Louail’s argument concerning the history of the Réflexions
morales before Unigenitus in three ways: by extending the timeframe in which the Réflexions
were to be understood, by insisting on the contested nature of the work’s orthodoxy throughout its
editorial life, and by attempting to turn Louail’s arguments against themselves. Lafitau began his
history with the writing, publication, and condemnations of Jansen’s Augustinus, placing the
Réflexions morales and Unigenitus within a longer intellectual lineage tied to the Jansenist heresy
and a longer history of papal and royal censorship. Since, according to Lafitau, the Réflexions
morales expressed the same basic theology as Jansen, the Bull was not only unsurprising, but it
was entirely justified. Lafitau provided a detailed theological discussion, which explained the
consequences of Quesnel’s doctrine, and he showed the close relationship among Quesnel,
Antoine Arnauld, and other Jansenists. Lafitau argued that Louail himself had acknowledged the
many examinations and condemnations of the Réflexions morales before Unigenitus, dismantling
any argument for universal approval prior to the Bull. Additionally, he argued that the
approbations of Vialart and Noailles, with which the work was published, and a piece written by
Bossuet, published separately in its defense in 1711, were misleading. Not only did the bishops
request changes, making their approbations conditional, but the approbations were given to
specific editions that were not the ones which were ultimately condemned.98 In this telling,
Quesnel’s orthodoxy had never been as universally appreciated as Louail had suggested.
While Lafitau’s history was surely incendiary, other more nuanced efforts, designed to
convince rather than to bludgeon readers, were made to refute the Jansenist version of events. In
1729, three of the most powerful pro-Unigenitus bishops in the French clergy, the Cardinals de
Fleury, de Bissy, and de Rohan, commissioned the Benedictine historian Vincent Thuillier to write
a history of Unigenitus. Thuillier was provided with a pension of 1500 livres tournois and tasked
with completing the history in three years. Fleury, being Louis XV’s chief minister, coordinated
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with René Hérault, the lieutenant general of police of Paris, to grant Thuillier access to any
documents he needed to write his history, and Thuillier took advantage of this aid to request
information from Hérault.99 With his unprecedented access, Thuillier was assigned to write the
official royal and Gallican history of Unigenitus, meant to provide a sharp contrast with either the
Jansenist or Jesuit versions of the same events.
In many ways, Thuillier was the perfect man for the job. He was an able historian who
had produced a French-language translation of Polybius’ histories with commentaries and had
edited the posthumous work of the great late-seventeenth and early-eighteenth-century historian
Jean Mabillon.100 As a member of the congregation of Saint Maur, he was also, for a time, an
appellant against Unigenitus. He had retracted his appeal before receiving his commission, and it
was his conversion away from the Jansenist cause that made him an attractive recruit for those
invested in the more moderate history of Unigenitus.101 Many Jansenists despised Thuillier
following his retraction. Nevertheless, the cardinals seem to have believed that his conversion
could provide an example to others and that his past adherence to the appeal may have given
him some credit with Jansenist readers for which a former Jesuit, like Lafitau, could never hope.
The history Thuillier produced accommodated aspects of the Jansenist narrative to the
broader-strokes history put forward by the Jesuits, while also endeavoring to explain the surprise
with which the public greeted Unigenitus when it ultimately appeared. Thuillier began with the
sixteenth-century controversies over grace within the faculty of theology at the University of
Louvain, sparked by the Augustinian propositions of Baius. He traced this history to and through
Jansen all the way to Quesnel, who does not make his entrance until the 538th page of the first
volume. Quesnel is presented as the most effective of many intellectual heirs to Jansen. In
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Thuillier’s account, Quesnel’s influence is rooted in his great success in popularizing Jansen’s
theology outside of Flanders and, in particular, in France. As heirs to a legitimately condemned
heretical tradition, Quesnel and his Réflexions morales were, according to Thuillier, legitimately
condemned themselves.102
Thuillier recognized that, in fact, a serious outcry, especially in Paris, had met the arrival
of Unigenitus in France. Though he argued that “the disciples of [Jansen] greatly exaggerated the
uprising that the Bull caused” and that the uprising was not so “surprising,” he was actually
thankful that it was not “universal.” In his understanding, the Jansenists of the late seventeenth
and early eighteenth centuries had been so successful in teaching, preaching, and defending
their doctrine, while also attacking the writings, theology, and morals of others, that nearly all of
Paris and much of France as a whole shared the Jansenists' opinions, even if they were wrong.
As Thuillier wrote, “there was hardly a house that was not in extreme poverty, where one did not
find the Nouveau Testament de Mons, La Morale sur le Pater, L’année chrétienne, les Essais de
morale, some other book by the solitaries of Port-Royal, or the Réflexions of P. Quesnel.” He
continued, “[i]s it very surprising, after all that, that the Bull, which struck down with very harsh
qualifications and condemned under very severe pains the doctrinal and moral treatises with
which we were accustomed, excited an uprising?”103 In essence, what was surprising was not
that the Bull was received with shock and outrage, but that the reaction had not been worse. A
sixty-year history of Jansenist evangelical and polemical success, according to Thuillier, had
rendered France basically Jansenist, shaped the horizons of expectation of everyday people, and
caused them to be revolted by the condemnation of a rightly condemned doctrine that they,
nevertheless, held dear.
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This argument explained away public outcry, but it also delegitimized the mass of print
produced by the Jansenists in the wake of the Bull. Just because some claim is put into writing,
widely circulated, and widely read, does not mean it is objectively true. The reading public of late
seventeenth-century and early eighteenth-century France, according to Thuillier, had been
misled. That meant that the reading public was also not the proper and most qualified judge of
what constituted truth. It is impossible, however, to know how this argument would have played
out before the reading public itself whose judgment was condemned within it. While Thuillier
submitted his seven-volume manuscript to the cardinals in the summer of 1735 and while one
extant copy of the manuscript shows them editing the text, the work was never printed, perhaps
because it did not tell the story for which Thuillier’s patrons had hoped, or perhaps, because even
Thuillier’s more moderate attempt to reconcile Jansenists to the Church by reframing the history
of the Bull still would only have inflamed the controversies rather than extinguishing them.
In retrospect, we can say that there was truth in each of these historical narratives. The
Réflexions morales had circulated with approbation and privilege for many years. The king had
demanded the Bull under the influence of his Jesuit confessor. The Bull was the culmination of a
long series of papal and royal efforts to combat Jansenism for theological, ecclesiological, and
political reasons. Finally, as Thuillier noted, in the late seventeenth century in France, there was a
pervasive Augustinian tendency within Gallican Catholicism, particularly in Paris. Unigenitus, the
defense of Quesnel, and the attacks on his defenders concentrated and activated this pervasive
Augustinianism and turned it into avowed Jansenism in the wake of the Bull, particularly in the
1720s and 1730s.104
Regardless of why the Bull was published and adopted and who was responsible for it,
the reality facing Quesnel’s defenders was bleak. Given that Unigenitus was issued by the pope,
accepted by the vast majority of French bishops, and registered by the king and parlements of
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France, or as one leading Jansenist polemicist put it, “armed with all the power of the century,”
those who opposed Unigenitus found themselves up against all legitimate authority.105
Nevertheless, despite all of this official power behind it, the structure and content of the Bull and
the manner in which it was accepted presented a challenge to its supporters and furnished arms
to its opponents.
The Condemnation
In the most literal sense, Unigenitus was a papal condemnation of three items: the 101
propositions extracted from Quesnel’s Réflexions morales, the book as a whole, and all works
that had been or would be published in the book’s defense or in defense of its doctrine. In another
fundamental sense, though, Unigenitus was a reading of Quesnel’s Réflexions morales. The
pope and the consultants that he had assigned to examine and censor the Réflexions morales
meant to craft an airtight document to avoid the pitfalls of previous condemnations of Jansenism
in Cum Occasione and Ad Sacram, which had been challenged on the basis of whether the
doctrine they condemned was actually even in Jansen’s Augustinus.106 Formally, Unigenitus was
composed of three parts: a preamble, which explained the reasons why the Bull was needed; the
extracted propositions, which exposed the supposedly false doctrine contained in the book itself;
and a dispositif, which condemned the propositions in the so-called “sense of the author,” with all
of the qualifications mentioned earlier.
The Bull’s preamble began by leveling a series of harsh accusations against Quesnel,
calling him a wolf in sheep’s clothing who sought to “seduce” the simple into believing a
dangerous doctrine, and it suggested that Quesnel had artfully “hidden” the “venom of this book.”
It also assaulted the book, suggesting that in its pages, “Catholic Truths were mixed with many
false and dangerous dogmas.” What made the book dangerous was that, “in the opinion of many
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people,” it was thought of as being “exempt from all types of error.” Also, it had had a wide
circulation, spreading its false doctrine imperceptibly to those who read it. “In effect,” the
preamble continued, “at the first opening of the book, the reader feels himself agreeably swayed
by certain appearances of piety. The style of the work is softer and smoother than oil.” It was
necessary “to separate the dangerous chaff from the good wheat with which it is covered.”107
The authors of the Bull, therefore, recognized the structural problems that the sprawling,
non-linear Réflexions morales presented, acknowledging that, at the first reading, and without
some “incisions,” it was hard to recognize the false and, in some instances, heretical doctrine
contained within it.108 To this end, the pope and his assignees extracted the 101 propositions and
reordered them. In the most extreme example of this reordering, propositions 34 and 35 of
Unigenitus were both taken from Quesnel’s reflection on 2 Corinthians 5:21, but the text of
proposition 35 came before that of proposition 34 in Quesnel’s original work.109 This extraction of
101 propositions and their rearrangement gave condensed coherence and a linear argument to
the sprawling, non-linear text. In this sense, Unigenitus was a particular interpretation of
Quesnel’s Réflexions morales.
In extracting the propositions, the pope and his assignees perhaps did not recognize that
they were furnishing readers of the Bull with what was, in essence, a Cliff Notes version of the
most subversive and heretical reading of the Réflexions morales possible. This was a reading
that, as the authors of the Bull themselves admitted, readers were unlikely to come to on their
own, even if they were likely to be seduced and convinced more subtly by the Réflexions morales'
false, but smoothly presented, doctrine. Depending on one’s ideological commitments, Unigenitus
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either presented the correct reading of the Réflexions morales, exposing the “well-hidden”
“venom of the book,” or a bad one, decontextualizing passages and reading them in ways they
were not meant to be read. For supporters of Unigenitus, the propositions were so many heresies
to be condemned. For the Bull’s opponents, the matter was more complicated. Unigenitus and its
extracted and reordered “heresies” were, in the first place, misunderstood in their
decontextualized sense. Even so, with some intellectual acrobatics on the part of Jansenist
polemicists, they would come to serve as guides to piety, a condensed version of the doctrine the
Jansenists held to be true.
Ultimately, the Bull suffered from several inherent difficulties that left it challenging to
defend and open to attack. Firstly, even non-Jansenists found many of the 101 propositions
wholly orthodox.110 Secondly, the condemnation’s in-globo nature, which failed to explain which
propositions were “heretical” and which were simply “offensive to pious ears,” or one of many
other potential qualifications, created space for questioning and criticism.111 Jansenist
polemicists went so far as to argue that “if among the 101 condemned propositions, there were
but one true and irreprehensible, from there, the Bull falls and is absolutely null.”112 Thirdly,
Jansenist polemicists demonstrated that, in some cases, passages condemned were excerpted
directly from the Patristics.113 To condemn the propositions in Unigenitus was thus to condemn
Augustine himself for being a heretic or, at least, an unclear writer of “evil sounding” sentences.
Fourthly, the harshness of the condemnation potentially highlighted the injustice of the regime
that attacked the Jansenists. At least one Jansenist remarked that “one could say with truth that
the bitterness that reigns in the Constitution is its remedy; and that it would have been much more
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harmful, if it had been more moderate.”114 And in yet another, final misstep, the condemnation, if
its meaning were inverted, could serve as a guide to the supposed Jansenist heresy. A Jesuit
prefacer to a Jesuit edition of the Bull would note that this “pile of errors, impieties, blasphemies,
profane novelties, which were neatened and placed in order, composed the body of doctrine and
the entire system of the heretics of our time,” and the Jansenists would demonstrate that they
agreed, only that this doctrine was not heretical.115
All the issues surrounding the Bull’s structure and content would come to a head during
the process by which the Bull was accepted by the Gallican Church. Less than three weeks after
the Bull arrived in France, Louis XIV called for an Assembly of the Clergy in Paris to be presided
over by Cardinal de Noailles. When the assembly opened on 16 October 1714, thirty bishops
were in attendance, but that number soon grew to forty-eight as late-comers arrived. Louis XIV
did not convene the assembly to deliberate about whether or not to accept the Bull, but instead,
he tasked the bishops with figuring out how to accept it, and the assembly was divided into three
groups on this question. The first wished to accept the Bull purely and simply; the second wished
to accept the Bull relative to explanations that the assembly would provide; and the third wished
to delay acceptance until the pope himself had provided satisfactory explanations of the Bull.116
The idea of accepting the Bull purely and simply, without explanation, did not gain much
traction. Most of the Gallican bishops recognized that the Bull’s in-globo condemnation presented
readers with the difficult task of reckoning on their own which of the 101 propositions were
heretical and which were simply “offensive to pious ears.” They also recognized that the Bull
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condemned propositions that could be read in an orthodox sense. Finally, they were aware of the
fact that some of the condemned propositions seemed to be direct attacks on the Gallican
liberties that the French Church and monarchy had long fought to establish. The king’s demand
that they find a way to accept the Bull raised a tension for the Gallican bishops, who were forced
to reckon with the fact that following the king’s orders was clearly mandated by Gallicanism, even
when the king’s orders appeared to undermine Gallican liberties themselves.117
To accept Unigenitus in a way that did not appear to condemn orthodoxy or harm
Gallican liberties, the assembly decided that the sense in which the Bull condemned Quesnel’s
propositions had to be explained. But they disagreed about who would do the explaining, and
they never reached consensus on this question. Forty bishops, led by the Cardinal de Rohan,
determined to produce their own explanations, while the remaining eight, led by the Cardinal de
Noailles, decided to write a letter to the pope demanding that he explain the sense in which he
had meant to condemn each proposition. By 12 January 1714, Noailles and his allies had
composed their letter to the pope. On 1 February 1714, the assembly published its proceedings,
along with the pastoral instruction of the forty, which was intended to serve as a model for the
acceptance of the Bull by French bishops who were not in attendance.118 On 14 February, the
king published letters patent, accepting the Bull, and then he forced the registration of the Bull in
the parlement of Paris on 15 February. The parlement accepted the Bull while stipulating that
they did so in a way that would not harm Gallican liberties.119
Starting on 21 March 1714, bishops all over France thus began to publish Unigenitus.
With only a handful of bishops refusing to do so, Unigenitus was published in 112 dioceses
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across France, with the vast majority of bishops publishing it with the pastoral instruction of the
forty bishops. Publication in this context meant not only the printing of the Bull with pastoral
instructions that explained it, but also the posting of the Bull outside of churches and the reading
of the Bull and the pastoral instruction from the pulpit during mass.120 This effort produced the first
major expansion of the Bull’s audience relative to the previous print and manuscript circulation of
the Bull alone.
The Church as Public

In the wake of Unigenitus’ promulgation, its acceptance by the Assembly of the Clergy, its
registration by the king and the parlement of Paris, and its publication by the vast majority of
French bishops, Quesnel’s supporters were faced with a new reality. A book that they adored
and, in many ways, rightly believed to have had nearly universal support and approbation, had
now been condemned by all legitimate authorities in France. In response to this dire situation,
Jansenist authors tried something new. They reconceptualized the Church and reimagined the
Catholic concept of tradition to legitimate a new authority: the public and its judgment.
The language of “le public” was everywhere in Jansenist print. “Le public” was often used
to describe a general reading audience, for instance, when Jansenist authors wrote that a work
was “given to the public.”121 “Le public,” however, was also evoked as an abstract and
incorruptible judge. The author of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques spoke, for example, of the
“tribunal of the Public,” in 1731, and in 1732, he wrote still more explicitly, “the Public is a judge
that [the authors of evil] cannot corrupt.”122 This abstract public as conceived by Jansenist
authors, was also envisioned in the widest possible terms. It included not only clerics and
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educated laymen, but also women, “the people,” and “the simple faithful.”123 The Jansenist
conception of the public was, in many respects, anti-elitist. As the author of the 1719 Second
entretien de Christine et de Pélagie noted, when describing the sociological composition of the
desired audience of the pamphlet and the reading and judging public that Jansenists imagined for
their works, “the public […] is composed of an infinitely larger number of [ignorant people] than of
[the learned],” and it was as important to instruct and inform the former as it was to convince the
latter.124 Finally, as Jansenist sources made clear, “the judgment of the public” was not only
popular, but it was also authoritative, and it was often opposed to that of recognized authorities in
the Church and the state. If these latter authorities were to retain any legitimacy, Jansenist
authors argued, they must make sure that their judgements conform with those of le public.125
As early as the 1714 historical preface to the first edition of the Hexaples, Jansenist
authors underscored the difference between the judgments of authorities, such as the Cardinal de
Bissy, who were apparently initially “shocked” at the coming of the Bull but who then came to see
Unigenitus as “a work of profound wisdom,” and those of “the common public,” who never came
to view the Bull from “the same point of view.” According to the author of the preface, the
common public “always persisted in seeing [in Unigenitus] the condemnation of Scripture and the
Holy Fathers, at the same time as that of the Réflexions.” This public found the bishops
“superficial and inflexible.” The public supported what the preface called “textual and grammatical
infallibility” over the accepting bishops’ apparent belief in papal infallibility. The preface’s author
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concluded, “to deny that the natural sense of the propositions was that of Scripture and the
Fathers was obviously to deny public consent.”126 But why did “public consent” matter?
In the Tridentine Catholic vision of the Church, there was a clear division between the
role of the teaching Church, that is the clergy, and the taught Church, or the lay faithful. In his
Disputations on the Controversies of the Christian Faith, Jesuit Roberto Bellarmine defined the
Church in the late sixteenth century, in what would become the dominant Tridentine ecclesiology,
as follows: as “the group of men brought together by the profession of the same Christian Faith
and by communion in the same sacraments under the governance of legitimate pastors,
especially of the one vicar of Christ on earth, the Roman Pontiff.”127 The Church was a body of all
believers. This body of believers, however, was divided between the clergy and the laity, the
clergy itself was hierarchically divided further, and these divisions and the relationship established
between the various parts of the Church defined wherein the power to determine doctrine lay and
from where it was derived.
A pastoral instruction, produced by the pro-Unigenitus Bishop of Sées, Jacques-CharlesAlexandre Lallement, and printed in question-and-answer form in 1730, summarized the official
view of the majority of the post-Unigenitus Gallican episcopacy regarding the relationship
between the different elements of the Church. Asked, “in whom does the authority of the Church
reside,” the respondent stated, “in the Holy See and in the body of the Episcopacy: it is this
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teaching part […] to whom alone Jesus Christ entrusted power and the exercise of power.” In this
sense, in the official understanding of ecclesiology endorsed by the Gallican Church in the early
eighteenth century, power to determine doctrine was given to the bishops and the pope directly
by Jesus Christ. When pushed further about whether the second order of the clergy, that is, the
priests, shared in this authority, the respondent stated, “[t]he pastors of the second order do not
teach but with dependence on the first, this dependence is of divine and ecclesiastical institution,
for which the seconds having the right to teach, they must have received the mission of the firsts,
who alone received it immediately from Jesus Christ in the person of the Apostles.” When asked
if “the faithful had any role in this authority,” the respondent finally added, “No: the depot of the
doctrine was entrusted to the bishops alone; they are the teaching Church, who the taught
Church must obey: the authority of the teaching Church is complete, independent, absolute; it
must, nevertheless, be exercised with humility, softness, and charity.”128
In this view, authority within the Church lay clearly in the hands of the episcopacy, which,
through the law of apostolic succession, derived this authority directly from Jesus Christ.
Lallement presented the Church as a rigidly hierarchical institution with the pope above bishops;
the pope and the bishops solely responsible for determinations of doctrine; the parish priests or
second order of the clergy below the bishops, acting as executors of the bishops’ missions; and
the laity as simple followers. In this formulation, the “common public” and “public consent” would
have been of no importance in the face of the unquestionably legitimate authority of the bishops.
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Nevertheless, the Jansenists drew on two traditions—Richerism and laicism—to offer
visions of the Church at odds with that outlined by Lallement, and they did so to legitimize their
appeals to the public and the public’s judgment. On the one hand, they sought to reconfigure the
relationships among the parts of the teaching Church: the pope, the bishops, and the priests. On
the other hand, they aimed, more radically, to rethink the relationship between the teaching and
the taught Church—the clergy and the laity.
The most radical of Jansenist ecclesiologies was offered by the Oratorian Vivian De La
Borde in his 1714 Du Témoignage de la vérité. La Borde was a central figure at the Parisian
seminary of St. Magloire, the hub of early Jansenist resistance to Unigenitus. He was a figurist,
meaning he viewed the history of the Church as a series of repetitions of the sacred history told in
the Bible. He along with the other figurists surrounding him at St. Magloire believed and
publicized the idea that God’s truth was always under assault and that the age in which they lived
was one of mass apostacy against which God’s truth needed defenders.129
La Borde began Du Témoignage de la vérité by arguing that God had given the keys to
heaven to the entire Church, not just the episcopacy. The author recognized the bishops as
representatives of the universal Church, and he acknowledged that bishops decided matters of
doctrine and that, for a point of doctrine to be a rule of faith, it had to be agreed upon
unanimously by the bishops.130 Unigenitus thus presented a problem because the bishops were
divided over it. The conflict pitted the pope, the forty accepting bishops from the Assembly of the
Clergy, and their followers, on the one hand, against those who refused to publish the Bull, led by
Noailles, on the other. La Borde’s work sought to answer the question: who was to decide
doctrine when the episcopacy was divided?
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La Borde conceded that siding with “the greater number” of bishops, which in the case of
Unigenitus clearly meant those on the side of the Bull, could seem like the soundest solution in
cases of division, and he presented the argument in favor of the majority as follows. First, the
majority “can never be exposed to temptations capable of corrupting their fidelity.” Second, even
in cases in which such temptation to err for the sake of personal interest was possible, “the body
of bishops will always be a great number of elite men, who favor could never captivate, whom
power and authority could never corrupt, [and] whom fear could never strike, as violence could
never draw them in.” Finally, the episcopacy of the age in which they were living was among the
greatest that the world had ever seen, so much the less susceptible to such corruption.131
Nevertheless, he argued, none of these arguments was necessarily true. Temptations
were everywhere, and true religion rarely had the backing of authority. Great men were
uncommon, and they were not necessarily more common among bishops than among the simple
faithful. Furthermore, the Church of the age did not appear to be above the political fray at all.
Instead, the age, in general, and the particular case of Unigenitus, were marked by an
extraordinary lack of liberty. With pressure from the French monarchy, the papacy, and the
Jesuits, it was easy to see why the majority of bishops essentially abused their power and
position to publish and support Unigenitus and to assign to the condemned propositions all kinds
of forced meanings. In contrast to the notion that the majority was typically in the right, La Borde
argued that it was more likely that the minority was on the side of truth. This was because truth
often did not conform with the desires of power, and power often captured majorities not through
reasoned argument, but rather through pressure, persecution, and influence. Since the majority
could be corrupted and since it appeared indeed to have been corrupted in the case of
Unigenitus, La Borde argued that neither the greater nor the smaller number of bishops was
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“1. Que le plus grand nombre de Pasteurs ne peut jamais être exposé aux tentations capables de corrompre leur
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decisive. Instead, the “testimony” of the faithful, who avowed or disavowed a particular decision
as consistent or inconsistent with the eternal doctrine of the Church, was.132 In La Borde’s
formulation, the Church, understood as the body of believers, became an authoritative, judging
public, and the testimony of the faithful became an expression of public judgment.
As La Borde explained, the public’s judgment was expressed literally in “the public cry of
the church,” which other Jansenist authors rendered as “the cry of the people,” “the cry of the
faith,” or “the voice of the public,” all of which drew on the Augustinian concept of the murmur
populi, or popular outcry against innovation in religious doctrine.133 As one Jansenist author
explained, when the Jansenists publicized the “uprising of the people,” they did so not to instigate
or legitimize popular rebellion, but instead, following the example of Augustine in his many
polemical writings against the Pelagians, to underscore the fact that common understanding of
religious doctrine was on their side.134 This was a serious challenge to all legitimate authority, for
it made the decisions of popes, supported by a vast majority of bishops and the French
monarchy, dependent upon and subordinate to public judgment. La Borde’s book was
condemned in its own right, along with the collectively authored Hexaples, in 1715 by an
Assembly of the Clergy, which understood clearly the work’s message and probably provided the
greatest amplification of that message when summarizing it to condemn it:
This author pretends that the decisions that [the bishops] give on
matters of faith do not become the judgment of the Church but
by the approbation of the people [….] What is more, this author
pretends that the truth of the most unanimously accepted
decrees depends on the consent or the refusal of the people, on
the impression that these same decrees make on their minds,
that it is by these means that they must be judged, even though
132
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it is evident that the people are usually ignorant and very
incapable of examining these questions, which we are in the
custom of treating in councils. It is, nevertheless, this judgment
of the people that this author calls the voice of the Church, the
witness of the truth, the voice of God himself, a cry of the faith, a
testimony above all use, and which outweighs all other
testimonies, so strong, so powerful that all others must cede to it,
and that it must serve as rule and model to all others.135

While this invitation to public judgment was met with clear disdain from the powers-thatbe, the Jansenists themselves recognized that this formulation still created basic problems:
namely, how was the public to judge, and what was to stop this public from developing as many
religions as there were readers?
Tradition as Common Sense
In spite of accusations that Jansenist attitudes towards reading would lead “each woman to make
a particular religion,” Jansenist authors were acutely aware of the dangers of individual
interpretation.136 Like other Catholics, they feared the type of idiosyncratic interpretation of the
Bible to which they believed various sorts of Protestantism had led. Nicolas Le Gros, in his 1735
“Premier discours sur les Nouvelles ecclésiastiques,” explained this fear and elaborated a
remedy. While Protestants believed that by the reading of Scripture alone, or sola scriptura,
individuals could be assured of the divine origin of the scriptures and could come to know the true
meaning of the revealed dogma, Jansenists recognized that “this [was] visibly impossible for
more than half of the human species, or rather generally impossible for the whole world. Because
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que par l’approbation du peuple [….] Cet Ecrivain pretend de plus que la vérité des decrets le plus unanimes dépend du
consentement ou du refus du peuple, & de l’impression que ces memes decrets font sur les esprits, & que c’est par là
qu’ils en faut juger, quoiqu’il soit evident que le peuple pour l’ordinaire ignorant, est très incapable d’examiner les
questions qu’on a coûtume de traiter dans les Conciles. C’est cependant ce jugement du peuple que cet autheur appelle
la voix de l’Eglise, le témoignage de la vérité, la voix de Dieu meme, un cry de foy, un témoignage au dessus de tout
usage, & qui l’emporte sur tout autre témoignage, si fort, si puissant que tous les autres luy doivent ceder, & qu’il doit
servir de regle & de modèle à tous les autres.” The condemnation of the Hexaples and Du Témoignage de la Vérité, like
Unigenitus, was published in dioceses across France. For one example that included the full text of the condemnation,
see Jacques II de Forbin-Janson, Mandement de Monseigneur L’Archevêque d’Arles, sur la publication des censures de
quelques livres, faites par l’assemblée générale du clergé de France, tenue à Paris en 1715 (Arles, 1716), 6.
136
“Chaque femme feroit une Religion particuliere.” Justification de la constitution où l’on réfute tout ce que le Père
Quesnel & ses partisans ont écrit pour justifier les cent-et- une propositions condamnées et pour l’instruction pastorale
des évêques de France (Lyon, 1715), 463.

60

who is it who among the most learned does not need the tradition and the teaching of the Church
to be assured of the divinity of the Scriptures, of the meaning of the divine books regarding
contested points, and of certain truths that are not clearly enunciated therein.”137 In essence, the
Protestants were caricatured as relying on an essentially textualist mode of interpretation,
acknowledging nothing outside of the text as relevant to its interpretation, while the Jansenists
relied on an essentially contextualist approach, which suggested that things outside of the text,
most notably, tradition, were necessary in order for the text to be properly understood and
authenticated. For Le Gros, Protestants, taken as a whole, believed that the text, itself, was the
only authority, while Catholics, and in particular Jansenists, believed that authority in religious
matters was rooted in the Church’s interpretation of scripture and tradition together. Because of
the Jansenists’ Augustinian views of the human condition in the wake of the fall, they felt even
more uneasy about the prospect of individual interpretation than did other Catholics; for such a
corrupt creature as man could not approach even the holiest text without corrupting it. As a result,
they felt a particular onus to guard against the excesses of individual interpretation and to lead
readers to what they deemed right judgment. They thus relied on a reconceptualized notion of the
Catholic Church’s tradition to limit the idiosyncratic interpretation that could be the by-product of
lay Bible reading and to draw more individuals to their cause.
Tradition was defined in the fourth session of the Council of Trent as a parallel form of
unwritten revelation, which “received by the Apostles from the mouth of Christ himself, or from the
Apostles themselves, the Holy Ghost dictating, ha[s] come down even unto us, transmitted as it
were from hand to hand.”138 Tradition not only included the unwritten rules of faith, but it also
served to guarantee the authenticity of the scriptures externally and to fix their interpretation. In a

137

“Suivant les principes des Protestans, les simples peuvent & doivent par eux-mêmes & indépendamment de l’autorité
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Tridentine understanding, tradition was passed from Jesus to the Apostles to their successors,
the bishops, and was, therefore, determined by the hierarchical Church. It also was thought to be
embodied in the writings of the Church Fathers, who had served to interpret scripture on behalf of
the Church in centuries past. In this sense, a combination of the hierarchical Church and the
Church Fathers together had determined doctrine through their examination of scripture and
through their proclamation of Church tradition.139
The Jansenists did not disagree with the notion that the Church determined its own
tradition, but, as we have seen, they disagreed about the definition of the Church. In the
Jansenist vision, tradition was to be decided by the true Church, which was elided with the
Jansenist public. As the Oratorian and close friend of Quesnel, François Gastaud, put it in 1719,
tradition should be understood essentially as the lowest common denominator of doctrine
understood by the lay faithful and learned through their reading of their catechism and other
books of piety.140 The lay public, when it was asked to bear witness to and defend the truth, was
asked to compare the passages condemned in Unigenitus to scripture and tradition, which was
embodied in the writings of the Church Fathers and their catechisms. If the doctrine condemned
in Unigenitus were the same as that of scripture and tradition, defined as what the faithful
commonly believed their religion to be, it was orthodox.141
In this view of Church tradition, it was not the bishops’ understanding that determined and
fixed doctrine, but instead that of the lay faithful, whose understanding was rooted in a
combination of the common understanding of words and of doctrine that they had learned in their
catechism. The lay faithful’s interpretation of doctrine was simple, innocent, and uninterested
when compared with that of the bishops, who were accused of manipulating language to suit their
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own worldly ends. Nowhere was this vision of lay judgment of Church tradition as the antidote to
the over-intellectualizing of powerful interested parties more evident than in La Borde’s Du
Témoignage de la vérité. Contrasting the faith that the bishops contrived out of personal interest
with that of the simple faithful, La Borde stated, “The faith will always be independent of our
[human] subtleties; it is for the simple.” When attempting to determine doctrine one should not
ask “an enlightened person, but a peasant, mediocrely instructed in his religion, and who
conserves his faith in a pure conscience.” This sentiment closely mirrored Gastaud’s notion of
tradition as the lowest common denominator of doctrine understood by the simple faithful.
Elsewhere, in comparing the Church to a nation, La Borde elaborated a clearer argument for this
public judgment: “so that in everything, when, following the lights of common sense, I would be
insane, if I were to refuse to believe the evident and public testimony that a nation renders
regarding certain things that concern it; I am not only insane, but unfaithful and criminal, if I do not
listen to the voice of the Church.”142 While the bishops may rightfully have been judges of Church
doctrine, for La Borde, the views of the simplest among the faithful concerning doctrine were the
laws that the judges had to apply. If the people no longer recognized their religion in the
judgments of the bishops, the doctrine articulated by the bishops was clearly erroneous.143 The
voice of the Church, expressed in the cry of the faithful and heard, as it was, in the judgment of
the minimally instructed peasant was thus an expression of common sense, self-evident
judgment that was to be trusted against the intellectual acrobatics of the bishops, who were
motivated solely by self-interest. This kind of appeal had the effect of telling readers, most of
whom had never participated in a theological debate, that one side was rooted in obvious good
sense while the other side spouted absurdities for personal gain or out of blind devotion to
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traditional authority. In the case of Unigenitus, Jansenist authors consistently informed readers
that common sense was against the Bull.144
The appeal to common sense also had the effect of helping to reign in idiosyncratic
interpretation. The logic of self-evident interpretation was predicated on the notion that any
individual approaching a given text in good faith would come away from that text with the same
understanding as any other individual because its meaning was self-evident. Conversely, any
individual who approached a text and failed to come away with the supposedly self-evident
meaning was either wrong, reading in bad faith, or, in the words of La Borde, “insane,”
“unfaithful,” and “criminal.” None of these options would have been desirable, and the appeal to
common sense, alongside the repeated proclamation that truth was on their side, worked to apply
pressure on readers to conform their readings to those that the Jansenists favored.
By tying the knowledge of doctrine of the idealized peasant, gained by the reading of
scripture, books of piety, the Church Fathers, and above all, the catechism, to the Church’s
tradition, Jansenist authors sought to differentiate their calls for lay judgment of doctrine from
those of the Protestants, and particularly Calvinists, who, Jansenists believed, opened the door to
individual interpretation and a situation in which every person could potentially be a priest in his or
her own personal religion. By reimagining the Church and the Catholic concept of tradition,
Jansenist polemicists did less to invite individual interpretation than to invite collective public
judgment, which, while it relied on the participation of individuals exercising their own mental
faculties, was far more than the sum of its individual parts. That was because each individual was
meant to look outside himself or herself towards tradition, reimagined as the lowest common

144

While the term “sens commun” was sometimes used, it was more common for Jansenist texts and readers’ testimonies
to refer to the closely related concept of “bon sens.” For a brief overview of the different uses of “bon sens” by
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French authors, the majority of whom coalesced around a notion of “bon sens” as
“basic, ordinary discernment” that was distinguished from other forms of reason because it was “premised neither upon
scholarly erudition nor upon contemplative leisure time given over to complex thinking,” see Sophia Rosenfeld, Common
Sense: A Political History (Cambridge, 2011), 91-92.

64

denominator of doctrine understood by the simplest of the faithful, and towards the Church,
reimagined as the public, to determine what it was that he or she believed or took to be true.
The Emergence of the Public as an Authority
The Jansenist notion of public judgment was, in many ways, similar to and very different from the
later eighteenth-century concept of public opinion that Keith Baker has described as a “political
invention.” Both concepts shared certain properties. Their social referents were, in both cases,
often, if not always, unclear. Public judgment and public opinion were also both imagined as
unified and authoritative. Furthermore, the Jansenist notion of public judgment likely played a role
like that played by the later public opinion “in the transfer of ultimate authority from the public
person of the sovereign,” and we may add, the pope and the Gallican Church, “to the sovereign
person of the public.”145 Nevertheless, the Jansenist invitation to public judgment and
accompanying representations of the public were designed to be more than simple appeals on
behalf of an abstraction. The Jansenist appeal to the public and to public judgment was intended
to fashion readers of Jansenist works into self-conscious members of this public in practice.
Because the conceptual public was the true Church, its judgments were authoritative, and
Jansenist polemicists hoped that, as the public became more visible through representations in
print and within readers’ actual communities, a real-world reading and judging public would grow
in actuality. The goal of Jansenist polemic, then, was to make anti-Unigenitus sentiment literally
contagious.
Throughout the Unigenitus debates, both sides employed the rhetoric of venin, or venom.
There was the “venom” of the Réflexions morales, “a venom capable of corrupting hearts,” that
the pope, the king, and the Jesuits detected, but the Jansenists, themselves, thought too “wellhidden” to be considered truly dangerous.146 There was also the “venom” that the Jesuits “had not
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ceased to spread” and had done so “in the Church since their establishment.”147 There was even
the seventeenth-century admission by Pierre Nicole that “there are few books that do not contain
some sort of venom.”148 What did it mean for a book to contain venom? Did venomous books
infect their readers? Or society at large?
Venin could mean a host of things, according to the first edition of the Dictionnaire de
l’Académie française, published in 1694. Most obviously, in the case of the Jansenist-Molinist
controversies, venin was used to refer to “all that is contrary to the doctrine of the Church.”149 By
the fourth edition of the Dictionnaire de l’Académie française, published in 1762, editors had
added a qualifier making clear that this usage of venin was only figurative.150 Where we
associate venom with the bite of a poisonous animal, in early eighteenth-century France, the
definition was more general: “that which destroys the temperament by some malignant and occult
quality, and which can cause death.”151 The fact that this language of disease and infection was
used to describe theological argument and the ideas within books may enable us to uncover
certain attitudes that many eighteenth-century French people had towards subversive words and
how they might be controlled.152
It was widely understood in the early modern period that words could be dangerous, and
ideas could be infectious; as such, they needed to be regulated. But often, the remedy was worse
than the disease. In the case of Jansenism, Unigenitus—the Church and the state’s antidote to
Quesnel’s Réflexions morales—contained some of the live virus. In extracting and rearranging
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the most subversive passages and those passages thought most exemplary of Jansenist
theology from the Réflexions morales, Unigenitus, however inadvertently, rendered the virus
more potent. As it was injected into the veins of Ancien Régime society, it caused a series of
violent reactions. The ideas contained in Quesnel’s Réflexions morales spread to real-world
readers through contact with the book itself, through editions of Unigenitus produced by the
Church and state, through editions published by the Jansenists that inverted the meaning of the
condemnation, and through various other more unexpected forms of communication, including
songs, catechisms, games, and conversations, as we shall see in the coming chapters.
Nevertheless, as sociologists since Gabriel Tarde have understood, ideas are not
actually transmitted in the same way as diseases. Instead, there are social, political, and
economic circumstances that make them more likely to be embraced or not. In particular,
individuals are always impacted by what Tarde referred to as the “regards d’autrui,” an imagined
sense of how they are perceived by others. For Tarde, writing about France, it was the regards
d’autrui, coupled with the mass production of print, and particularly journals and newspapers at
the end of the eighteenth century, that enabled individuals to see “their convictions or their
passions” as “shared at the same moment by a great number of other men.” The regards d’autrui
formed readers into self-conscious members of a reading and judging public in practice where
only individual readers had previously existed.153 Small-world network theorists, such as Duncan
Watts, have further developed this theory in recent years, demonstrating the ways in which
individuals’ judgments are influenced by their perception of other people’s thinking, notably that
individuals are more likely to believe something when they perceive that others in their circles or
people whom they admire and respect believe it.154
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While Tarde dated the emergence of this sort of self-conscious, real-world public to the
French Revolution because it was in that moment, for him, that a sufficiently developed
newspaper press came into being to provide readers with a feeling that they were taking part in a
shared, simultaneous experience of instruction and judgment, Jansenist readers certainly felt the
same dynamics at play more than a half a century earlier. A letter, from one Jansenist priest to
another, found in a Bastille prisoner dossier, articulates the Jansenist understanding of the
conceptual power of the public to help to create a public in real-life. In the dossier of FrançoisJacques Fleury, the parish priest of Saint Victor of Orléans, who was imprisoned in the Bastille in
May 1718, the “voice of the public” was continuously invoked. Individual Jansenist opponents of
the Bull were depicted as “simple soldiers,” who “are nothing in an army,” but, the letter
continued, “the most formidable army is composed of nothing but soldiers each taken in particular
and all together.” In this sense, the public rising in solidarity was more than the sum of its
individual parts. Furthermore, the act of one individual rising made it more likely that others would
follow suit. As Fleury suggested in an unaddressed letter in 1717, speaking particularly about the
actions of parish priests in this instance and not the public writ-large, the example of one priest
rising against the Bull made it slightly more likely that another would, and the example of two
made it even more likely that a third would, and so on.155
While not directly concerned with the lay public, this argument reflects an understanding
of the social dynamics that could be exploited to draw adherents to the cause or, perhaps, to
activate latent beliefs and spur people into action. The conceptual public’s authority increased as
the real public behind a particular position grew and became more visible. Fleury went on to
describe the published writings of parish priests, retracting their original publications of
Unigenitus, as the “Evangelical yeast that made the dough rise,” as “each person said to himself,
because I share the same sentiments [as those expressed in the published retractions], why
shouldn’t I take up the same language… if I did not have the force to inform them, at least, I must
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not be ashamed to follow them.”156 In so stating, he expressed the view that these positions were
already held and that individual Catholics only needed to be activated to stand up for them. A
1717 pamphlet, titled Le Témoignage de l’église de Laon, sur la Constitution Unigenitus began
similarly with a letter by thirty-one parish priests of the diocese. Stating that they had been
“fortified by the example of so many priests” to explain themselves regarding the Bull, they
proceeded to explain that the Bull was against the catechism of the diocese and the tradition of
the Church.157
While these examples were targeted specifically at the clergy, the appeal was
increasingly broadened to the laity in the 1720s and 1730s through works such as Nicolas Le
Gros’ 1724 Entretiens du prestre Eusebe et de l’avocat Theophile sur la part que les laïques
doivent prendre à l’affaire de la constitution Unigenitus, & de l’appel qui en a été interjetté, the
1719 Second entretien de Christine et de Pélagie, and the 1733 Entretiens d’un Jésuite avec une
dame au sujet de la constitution Unigenitus.158 Jansenist authors set out to convince readers that
they were already a part of a larger public and, if not, that they needed to join the public, which
was inherently correct in its judgments because it was the true Church. Jansenist authors did so
by using rhetoric that signaled to readers that to think otherwise than the Jansenists did
concerning Unigenitus was to think absurdly; by flooding the market with anonymous texts, all
stating the same basic party-line; and by placing the public before readers’ eyes through lists of
appellant priests, the publication of clerical and lay appeals, the discussion of lay participation
and lay judgment in the Jansenist newspaper, the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, and the modelling
of lay readership and judgment in a wide array of printed texts.
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“Comme un levain Evangelique qui eut fait lever toute la pâte [….] Chacun se dit à soy meme puisque je suis dans les
memes sentiments pourquoy ne tiendrais je pas le meme langage [….] si je n’ay pas eu la force de les prevenir du moins
je ne dois pas avoir l’honte de les suivre.” Ibid., 225.
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“Fortifiez par l’exemple de tant de Curez.” “Lettre de Trente et Un Curez du Diocese de Leon À Monseigneur L’Evêque
Duc de Laon,” in Le Témoignage de l’église de Laon sur la constitution Unigenitus (s.l., 1717), 3-4.
158
[Nicolas Le Gros], Entretiens du prestre Eusebe et de l’avocat Theophile sur la part que les laïques doivent prendre à
l’affaire de la constitution Unigenitus, & de l’appel qui en a été interjetté (s.l., 1724); [Fabre], Second entretien du Christine
et de Pélagie, maîtresses d’école, sur la constitution Unigenitus (s.l., 1719); Entretiens d’un Jésuite avec une dame, au
sujet de la constitution Unigenitus, ou Le pour et le contre (s.l., 1733).
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When Chrétien-Guillaume de Lamoignon de Malesherbes, director of the book trade, in
his 1759 Mémoires sur la librairie envisioned the public, he saw a body of subjects that was
deliberative, rational, educated, and progressive. Malesherbes’ public functioned collectively like
a tribunal that heard a case, rendered an opinion, and decided truth. It was fundamentally
progressive, even if sometimes slow in generating progress. As Malesherbes put it, “causes
sometimes took centuries to be pleaded; the public, alone, can judge them, and in the long run, it
will always judge well if it is sufficiently informed.”159 To be sure, the Jansenist public was also a
tribunal, and it was meant to be informed, but in striking contrast, it was essentially conservative.
The Jansenist public was instructed to judge the extent to which a set of propositions did or did
not accord with Catholic tradition, conceived as the lowest common denominator of doctrine
understood by the lay faithful. This public was meant to be a force of inertia, not innovation.
Furthermore, it was not to express its judgments in a cool, rational way, but was instead expected
to generate an outcry that expressed the Augustinian murmur populi. As we shall see in the
coming chapters, the practices prescribed for, taught to, and learned by Jansenist readers; the
means by which readers were targeted; and the new forms of media produced to reach them
transformed how they read.
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“Les causes se plaident quelquefois pendant des siècles: le public seul peut les juger, et à la longue il jugera toujours
bien quand il aura été suffisamment instruit.” Chrétien-Guillaume de Lamoignon de Malesherbes, Mémoires sur la
librairie, in Malesherbes: Mémoires sur la librairie and Mémoire sur la liberté de la presse, ed. by Roger Chartier (Paris,
1994), 100; for similarly progressive visions of the public, see Baker, Inventing the French Revolution, 167-199; Jürgen
Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, trans. by
Thomas Burger with assistance from Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge, 1991).
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CHAPTER 3: The Jansenist Unigenitus and the Prescription of Informative Reading

An anonymous pamphlet, written in 1724, but published only in 1733, begins with a Jesuit priest
coming upon a young woman reading Saint Paul’s “Letter to the Romans” in her French-language
New Testament. Hers, although unspoken, is undoubtedly a copy of the Mons or Sacy Bible and,
perhaps, one with surrounding commentary by Pasquier Quesnel. The Jesuit informs the woman
that reading the scriptures is not for everyone and, especially not for women, and he asks her if
she has submitted to the Papal Bull Unigenitus. The woman responds that she has not submitted
to Unigenitus, but that “[she] carries one with [her] almost always.” She “had learned almost all of
the condemned propositions by heart,” and “each day, she found new reasons and new strength
not to submit to the Bull.” The Jesuit, hearing this, criticizes the edition of the Bull that the woman
shows him. It is not a copy of Unigenitus published by either the Church or the state, like so many
early editions. Instead, it is a copy produced by the Jansenists, the very religious sect whose
beliefs Unigenitus had condemned, published now with a preface, critical of the Bull and its
effects. When the Jesuit balks at the preface, the woman responds that one need read only the
text of the Bull that was addressed to “all of the faithful” to understand Unigenitus’ injustice; that,
in order to submit, one must know to what one is submitting; and that “if we do not buy [copies of
Unigenitus] at bookshops, or if no one gives them to us as a present, we know nothing but
hearsay, and we cannot, in this ignorance, either obey it, or disobey it.” She concludes, “the more
I read these 101 propositions, the more I respect them; and if I was not apprehensive of angering
you, I would tell you that, having read them two times since yesterday, I have made 202 acts of
faith, two for each proposition.”160
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“Je la porte presque toujours avec moi. J’en ai appris presque toutes les Propositions condamnées par cœur. J’y
trouve tous les jours de nouveaux motifs & d’une nouvelle force pour ne point me soumettre à la Bulle même [….] Pour
nous qui dans ce Diocèse n’avons jamais entendu publier cette Bulle, si nous ne l’achetons chez les Libraires, ou si l’on
ne nous en fait un present, nous n’en sçavons rien que par oüi-dire, & nous ne pouvons dans cette ignorance, ni lui obéïr,
ni lui desobéïr [….] M. plus je lis ces 101. propositions, plus je les respecte; & si je n’appréhendois de vous fâcher, je vous
dirois que les ayant lûës deux fois depuis hier, j’ai fait 202. actes de foi, deux sur chaque proposition, autant que de
lectures.” Entretiens d’un Jésuite avec une dame, au sujet de la constitution Unigenitus, ou Le pour et le contre (s.l.,
1733), 1, 3, 4-5, 7.
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As we saw in the previous chapter, in the wake of the 1713 promulgation of the Bull
Unigenitus, Jansenist authors found themselves pitted against all legitimate authority, and they
responded to this new reality by inviting the judgment of a wide and diverse public that included
both clergy and laity, women and men, the educated and the uneducated, and the rich and the
poor. In the five decades following the publication of Unigenitus, Jansenist authors sought to
legitimize the public as a reading audience that was authoritative in its judgments and to expand
their base of support within this public by producing an enormous number of printed texts against
Unigenitus. The movement of theological, ecclesiological, and what would come to be political
debate from the university, the parlementary courts, and the royal court into the public sphere of
print, the pulpit, street corners, and private residences fundamentally transformed the nature of
the debate. In the first instance, as we saw in the preceding chapter, Jansenist authors made
theology into a matter to be judged by a public armed with its own understandings of doctrine,
knowledge of its catechism, and basic ability to compare Quesnel’s propositions to scripture and
the writings of the Church Fathers. To this end, the Jansenists produced no fewer than forty-four
editions of Unigenitus themselves, many much like the one carried by the fictional young woman
in the above pamphlet. In these editions, they popularized their ideas concerning public judgment;
they furnished the material that was to be judged; and they sought to reframe the propositions not
as heresies, but as articles of faith.
At the same time, Jansenist authors recognized that to win the hearts and minds of the
public and, crucially, to keep the public’s attention, arguments that were not fundamentally
theological in content were more effective. Even the editions of Unigenitus that they produced for
lay readers often contained historical prefaces and commentaries that sought to frame the
judgment of readers through extratextual historical appeals. Moreover, Jansenist polemicists
complemented these sources with standalone contemporary histories and the Jansenist
newssheet, the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, which entered weekly circulation in February 1728, to
further reiterate and naturalize their desired framing for readers.
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According to historian Philippe Martin, from the middle of the seventeenth century
through the end of the eighteenth, the dominant mode of religious reading was meditative—
centered on the close reading of a small number of books of piety, such as the Réflexions
morales, and aimed at elevating one’s thoughts to God through self-reflection. This model of
reading was particularly prominent among Jansenists and women, a key Jansenist lay
constituency, in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, and this way of reading
encouraged readers to elevate themselves above the corrupt world in which they lived.161
Meditative reading certainly remained a prominent form of reading throughout the eighteenth
century. However, after Unigenitus, in a number of books, pamphlets, engravings, and other
media, Jansenist authors advocated that a new sort of reading practice be applied to religious
texts and religious controversy that can best be described as informative because of the repeated
injunctions from authors to readers to “instruct” or “inform” themselves. This reading practice
demanded that readers instruct themselves both on the underlying theology in dispute and
regarding the contemporary political context that underpinned the theological debate, and it
encouraged them to do so through the reading of many different texts, especially contemporary
histories and newspapers. Where meditative reading demanded that they bring themselves to the
text in a practice that was not primarily concerned with interpreting the meaning of the text,
informative reading increasingly encouraged them to extract meaning from texts and to use other
texts to inform their understanding. Where meditative reading had led them inwards and had
elevated them towards God and away from worldly considerations, informative reading drew them
into worldly conflict and engagement.
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Martin, Une religion des livres, 54-55, 202-208, 277, 292-297, 342, 409; Simon Burrows has echoed this argument,
Burrows, The French Book Trade in Enlightenment Europe II: Enlightenment Bestsellers, 153; Aude Volpilhac has
recently argued that meditative reading practices were popular and commonly prescribed in the late seventeenth century
even for non-religious texts. Aude Volpilhac, Le secret de bien lire: lecture et herméneutique de soi en France au XVIIe
siècle (Paris, 2015); it should be noted that the meditative way of reading also may have had particular purchase with
Jansenist readers, in part, because it was the kind of reading that Augustine himself practiced and prescribed. Brian
Stock, After Augustine: The Meditative Reader and the Text (Philadelphia, 2001).
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This chapter will consider the original and official publication of Unigenitus, the
Jansenists’ efforts to publish their own versions of Unigenitus, the sources and arguments they
employed to reach new audiences and convince them, and the ways in which they modeled and
remodeled reading for these audiences before and after Unigenitus.
Publishing Unigenitus

The first official copies of Unigenitus reached the public with the February 1714 publication of the
Délibérations de l’assemblée des Cardinaux, Archevêques et Evêques, tenue à Paris en l’année
1713. & 1714, sur l’acceptation de la Constitution en forme de Bulle de N. S. P. le Pape Clément
XI, printed by the widow of François Muguet, the first printer of the king, the printer of the clergy of
France, and the printer of the archbishop of Paris. Every copy in this eighty-seven-page, quarto
edition was signed by the abbé de Broglie, who acted as secretary for the Assembly of the
Clergy, and each copy contained the act of acceptation by the clergy of France, the text of the
Bull in Latin and French, the deliberations of the assembly, a model for the uniform publication of
the Bull in the various dioceses of France, a letter from the assembly to the pope, a letter to all
the bishops of the kingdom, the letters patent of the king for the publication of the bull, the act of
registration by the parlement of Paris, and finally, a letter to the clergy of France, regarding the
collection itself.162 While this was the first official edition, semi-official copies of the Bull in Latin
had already appeared in 1713, printed by Muguet, and copies in French, also printed by Muguet,
had begun circulating from 15 January 1714.163 This first French edition was printed for use by
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“Condamnation faite par Notre Très-Saint Père le Pape Clement XI de plusieurs propositions, extraites d’un livre
imprimé en François, & divisé en plusieurs tomes, intitulé, Le Nouveau Testament en François avec des Réflexions
morales sur chaque verset &c.” in Délibérations de l’assemblée des Cardinaux, Archevêques et Evêques, tenue à Paris
en l’année 1713. & 1714, sur l’acceptation de la Constitution en forme de Bulle de N. S. P. le Pape Clément XI (Paris,
1714).
163
Sanctissimi D. N. Domini Clementis divina providentia papae XI damnatio quam plurium propositionum excerptarum
ex libro gallico idiomate impresso et in plures tomos distributo, sub titulo; Le Nouveau Testament en françois, avec des
réflexions morales sur chaque verset, etc. à Paris 1699, ac aliter Abbrégé de la morale de l’Evangile, des Actes des
Apostres, des Epistres de Saint Paul, des épistres canoniques et de l’Apocalypse, ou Pensées chrestiennes sur le texte
de ces livres sacrez, etc. à Paris 1693 et 1694 cum prohibition ejusdem libri, et aliorum quorumcumque in ejus
defensionem tam hactenus editorum, quem in posterum edendorum (Paris, 1713). There were, in fact, five Latin editions
printed in Paris 1713; Constitution de nostre Saint Père le Pape Clement XI, du 8. Septembre 1713, en latin et en
françois, portant condemnation de plusieurs Propositions extraites d’un livre imprimé en françois, & divisé en plusieurs
tomes, intitulé le Nouveau Testament en françois avec des Réflexions morales, à Paris, 1699 & autrement, Abrégé de la
morale de l’Evangile, des Epistres canoniques et de l’Apocalypse, ou Pensées Chrétiennes sur le texte de ces livres
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the clergy. Nevertheless, according to one contemporary historian of the controversy, the king
saw no downside to its circulation, so he ordered a larger print-run than necessary for the clergy
to furnish the public with copies.164 Muguet alone printed no fewer than six official or semi-official
editions of Unigenitus in 1713 and 1714.
However, while Muguet was responsible for the earliest official editions, the vast majority
of the more than one hundred other official editions printed were printed at various times in the
course of 1714 and 1715 by provincial printers, such as Estienne Barbut of Beziers, Jacques
Faulcon of Poitiers, Olivier Avril of Angers, and André Nicolazo of Chartres.165 These printers
were the official printers of the bishops or archbishops in their respective dioceses, and these
editions were typically framed by pastoral instructions written by the bishops, usually following the
model provided by the Assembly of the Clergy, and almost always with a copy of the pastoral
instruction of the forty, the letters patent of the king, and the act of registration by the parlement of
Paris. Some bishops added their own pastoral instructions, explaining the way in which they
desired to publish the Bull.166 In the case of the bishop of Metz, his unique pastoral instruction
was condemned by the Conseil d’État du Roi for the equivocal way in which it published the

sacrés à Paris, 1693 et 1694, avec prohibition (Paris, 1713). There were at least three editions in French printed by official
printers in 1713.
164
[Louail], Histoire du livre, vol. 1, 87.
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Constitution en forme de Bulle de notre Saint Père le Pape Clement XI, portant condemnation de plusieurs
Propositions, extraites d’un livre imprimé en françois, & divisé en plusieurs tomes, intitulé: le Nouveau Testament en
françois avec des Réflexions morales, à Paris, 1699 & autrement, Abrégé de la morale de l’Evangile, des Epistres
canoniques et de l’Apocalypse, ou Pensées Chrétiennes sur le texte de ces livres sacrés à Paris, 1693 et 1694 (Beziers,
1714); Lettres patentes sur la constitution du Pape en forme de Bulle, portant condemnation d’un livre intitulé, le Nouveau
Testament en françois avec des Réflexions morales, à Paris, 1699 & autrement, Abrégé de la morale de l’Evangile, des
Epistres canoniques et de l’Apocalypse, ou Pensées Chrétiennes sur le texte de ces livres sacrés à Paris, 1693 et 1694
(Poitiers, 1714); Michel Poncet de la Rivière, Mandament ou Instruction pastorale, dont Monseigneur L’Evesque d’Angers
ordonne la publication & l’execution dans son diocese, en consequence de l’acceptation de la constitution de N.S.P. le
Pape, portant condemnation de plusieurs Propositions, extraites d’un livre imprimé en françois & divisé en plusieurs
tomes, intitulé le Nouveau Testament en françois avec des Réflexions morales, à Paris, 1699 & autrement, Abrégé de la
morale de l’Evangile, des Epistres canoniques et de l’Apocalypse, ou Pensées Chrétiennes sur le texte de ces livres
sacrés à Paris, 1693 et 1694 (Angers, 1714); Condamnation faite par nostre T.S.P. le Pape Clement XI. de plusieurs
Propositions, extraites d’un livre imprimé en françois, & divisé en plusieurs tomes, intitulé, le Nouveau Testament en
françois avec des Réflexions morales, à Paris, 1699 & autrement, Abrégé de la morale de l’Evangile, des Epistres
canoniques et de l’Apocalypse, ou Pensées Chrétiennes sur le texte de ces livres sacrés à Paris, 1693 et 1694 (Chartres,
1714).
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Constitution de nostre Saint Pere le Pape Clement XI, du 8. de septembre 1713, en latin et en françois, portant
condamnation de plusieurs Propositions extraites d’un livre imprimé en François, & divisé en plusieurs tomes, intitulé, le
Nouveau Testament en françois avec des Réflexions morales, à Paris, 1699 & autrement, Abrégé de la morale de
l’Evangile, des Epistres canoniques et de l’Apocalypse, ou Pensées Chrétiennes sur le texte de ces livres sacrés à Paris,
1693 et 1694 (Metz, 1714).
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Bull.167 With only fourteen of France’s bishops and archbishops refusing to publish the Bull,
Unigenitus was printed, read from the alter in parish churches, and often posted on the doors of
churches and cathedrals in 112 of France’s 126 dioceses in 1714 and 1715.168 As the Muguet
editions, published in Paris, suggest, large numbers of copies, likely even more than in accepting
dioceses, were printed and distributed in those dioceses, such as Paris, in which the archbishop
or bishop refused to officially publish the Bull.
In spite of Unigenitus’ wide official circulation, Jansenist authors, the very people whose
work was condemned in the Bull, ironically worried that the vast majority of even literate French
Catholics had not read the Bull, were uninformed about its contents, and were going to accept its
legitimacy simply because it was backed by so many forms of authority. Jansenist authors were
also concerned with the way in which Unigenitus was explained and published by the Assembly
of the Clergy in 1714. Notably, the Assembly of the Clergy, as the pastoral instruction of the forty
made clear, recognized that some of the propositions appeared to express the language of the
patristics and of scripture, so they condemned the propositions by suggesting that Quesnel’s evil
intentions had distorted the meaning of naturally good propositions.169 As a Jansenist
commentary on the Délibérations de l’assemblée des Cardinaux, Archevêques et Evêques, tenue
à Paris en l’année 1713. & 1714, sur l’acceptation de la Constitution en forme de Bulle de N. S.
P. le Pape Clément XI argued, the assembly had condemned “in many propositions, the very
words of the Holy Fathers” by “searching in [Quesnel’s] heart to impute to him errors that have no
foundation in his book, that he has rejected an infinite number of times, and that he disavows so
frankly in a letter addressed to the same prelates, who try hard today to darken him with
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Arrêt du Conseil d’État portant que le mandement et instruction pastorale du Sr évêque de Metz du 20 juin de la
présente année pour la publication de la bulle Unigenitus de N.S.P. le pape Clément XI du 8 septembre 1713
demeureront supprimés et comme non avenus (Paris, 1714).
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Thomas, La Querelle de L’Unigenitus, 64.
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“Instruction Pastorale Approuvée par l’Assemblée de Messeigneurs les Cardinaux, Archevêques & Evêques; &
propose à Messeigneurs les Prelats absents,” in Délibérations de l’assemblée des Cardinaux, Archevêques et Evêques,
tenue à Paris en l’année 1713. & 1714, sur l’acceptation de la Constitution en forme de Bulle de N. S. P. le Pape Clément
XI (Paris, 1714), 31-66.
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imputations so full of injustice and calumny.”170 According to Jansenists authors, the Assembly of
the Clergy and the 112 bishops and archbishops in France who had adopted the pastoral
instruction that it produced had given forced meanings to the propositions, and Jansenist authors
believed that if the public could only read the Bull, the public would be convinced of the Bull’s
injustice. They argued that, in spite of the more than one hundred official editions and likely tens,
if not hundreds, of thousands of official copies already in circulation in 1714, the public lacked
access to the Bull and that pro-Unigenitus authorities had intentionally tried to keep the Bull out of
the public’s hands so as not to excite resentment.171
The Jansenist Unigenitus
In response to this supposed lack of copies, Jansenist authors, printers, and booksellers released
a large number of editions of Unigenitus themselves [see Appendix B]. All told, between 1713 and
1757, the Jansenists produced no fewer than forty-four printed, French-language editions of
Unigenitus in quarto, duodecimo, and sixteenmo formats; in moveable-type and engraving; with
traditional hand-press printing and with roller printing (which will be discussed later in greater
detail); and in a wide variety of places, from Paris, to cities throughout the French provinces, to
Utrecht and Amsterdam. Created with numerous purposes and targeted at different audiences,
each of these Jansenist editions of Unigenitus was meant to popularize the Jansenist idea of
public judgment. Each also used paratexts to reframe readings of Unigenitus, making the
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“D’où vient enfin que ne pouvant reprendre les paroles de l’auteur, qui sont dans beaucoup de propositions les paroles
mêmes des SS. Péres, on a été fouiller dans son cœur pour lui imputer des erreurs qui n’ont aucun fondement dans son
livre, qu’il a rejettées une infinité de fois, & qu’il desavoue si hautement dans une lettre addressée à ces mêmes Prélats
qui s’efforcent aujourd’hui de le noircir par des imputations si pleines d’injustice & de calomnie.” Deliberations de
l’Assemblée des Cardinaux, Archevêques et Evêques, tenuë à Paris en l’année 1713. & 1714. Sur l’acceptation de la
constitution en forme de bulle de Nostre Saint Pere le Pape Clement XI […] Avec des observations sur les actes
concernans son execution & sa publication. (s.l., 1714), 18; Nicolas Petitpied called for a more equitable way of reading
Quesnel that would take into account the fact that the book was a book of piety, not a theological work, and that the
intentions of the author were to edify readers, not to teach them a specific doctrine. [Nicolas Petitpied], Regles de l’equité
naturelle et du bon sens pour l’examen de la Constitution du 8. septembre 1713. et des propositions qui y sont
condamnées comme extraites du livre des Réflexions morales sur le Nouveau Testament (s.l., 1714),
171
For an example of one such accusation, see Première partie Préjugés légitimes contre la constitution Unigenitus (s.l.,
1729), 10.
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condemned propositions into articles of the Catholic faith, rather than contemptible, even
heretical, propositions.
The Jansenist Unigenituses counted here do not include those produced in other
languages, including Latin, Dutch, German, English, Italian, and Spanish, by Jansenists and their
sympathizers throughout Europe.172 They more obviously do not include the more than one
hundred official editions of the Bull printed in Latin and in French by the Vatican, the king’s
printers, and the printers of bishops and archbishops throughout the realm and abroad, which
were also produced in a variety of formats, sometimes in multiple formats in the same dioceses
and by the same printers. Nor do they include editions of Unigenitus printed by the Jesuits in
order to combat Jansenist editions or to instruct the clergy on how to handle challenges from the
lay faithful concerning the Bull.173 Finally, they do not include the many copies of the Bull that
circulated in manuscript or the alternative ways by which individuals would have gained access to
the contents of the Bull, including songs that rendered the content of the propositions easily
memorized by even the illiterate while toeing an explicitly anti-Unigenitus party-line, and sermons
by priests such as Father Albizzi, who railed in French against Unigenitus while explaining its
contents to his parishioners from the pulpit in Paris and whose sermons were copied down by
police spies who attended his masses.174 The point is that a wide public had many ways of
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For instance, see Constitution Unigenitus genandt, worinen Clemens XI. ikiger Romischer Papst Das Franzosische
Neue Testament so bon dem P. Quesnell mit morale Remarquen [….] (Berlin, 1717); “Appendix. The Constitution
Unigenitus. Clement Bishop, Servant of the Servants of God [….]” in A Parallel of the Doctrine of the Pagans, with the
Doctrine of the Jesuites; and that of the Constitution Unigenitus Issued by Pope Clement XI [….] (London, 1726). While
France was certainly the center of eighteenth-century Jansenism, Jansenist theology appealed to Catholics elsewhere,
and the Jansenist response to Unigenitus in France, as the preface to an English-language edition of the Bull made clear,
inspired hope among some Protestants of a coming Reformation in Catholic France. For information on the Europeanwide appeal of Jansenism, or as Dale Van Kley has called it, “reform Catholicism,” see Van Kley, Reform Catholicism.
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For an edition printed in Rome, see Sanctissimi D.N. Domini Clementis divina providentia papae XI damnatio quam
plurium propositionum excerptarum ex libro gallico idomate impresso, et in plures tomos distributo, sub titulo Le Nouveau
Testament en françois, avec des réflexions morales sur chaque verset, etc. à Paris 1699, ac aliter Abbrégé de la morale
de l'Evangile, des Actes des Apostres, des Epistres de Saint Paul, des épistres canoniques et de l'Apocalypse, ou
Pensées chrestiennes sur le texte de ces livres sacrez etc. à Paris 1693 et 1694 cum prohi itione ejusdem libri, et aliorum
quorumcumque in ejus defensionem tam hactenus editorum, quam in posterum edendorum (Rome, 1713); for a Jesuit
edition, see [Brun], Les cent et une propositions extraites du livre des Réflexions morales sur le Nouveau Testament:
Qualifiées en Détail (Brussels, 1718).
174
For reference to an entirely manuscript copy of Unigenitus, see BNF, ms. Clairambault 549, 241; for reference to a
printed copy of the propositions rendered in the form of song lyrics, see Les cent-une propositions condamnées par la
constitution Unigenitus, avec leurs qualifications (Amsterdam, 1736); for reference to French-language sermons that
discussed the contents of Unigenitus, see AB 10619, 12-13, 14-19.
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accessing the Bull in the decades after its first publication, and it is likely that Unigenitus was one
of the most read texts, if not the most read text, of the first half of the eighteenth century in
France, lending credence to the view expressed by Dale Van Kley and Monique Cottret that the
eighteenth century in France was as much “the century of Unigenitus” as it was “the century of
light.”175
The Jansenists did not wait for the bishops to publish the Bull themselves. Extracts of
Unigenitus, containing various numbers of propositions taken from the full 101, circulated in
manuscript copies in Paris and in the provinces even before the official printing and publication of
the Bull, and the Jansenists produced their own duodecimo print edition of Unigenitus in late
1713, just before the appearance of the official edition. This first Jansenist edition was titled
Traduction de la condamnation latine d’une grande quantité de propositions tirées d’un livre
français en plusieurs volumes sous ce titre: Le Nouveau Testament en François avec des
Réflexions Morales.176 As the title suggests, the edition presented the Latin text of the Bull on the
verso page and a French translation of the Latin on the recto. This translation was necessary
because the Vatican had translated Quesnel’s propositions into Latin to condemn them, and if the
edition was to cause the outcry that the Jansenists hoped that it would, the public needed to read
it or hear it read out loud in the vernacular. The parallel between the Latin and the Frenchlanguage versions of the text allowed less-educated readers, not versed in Latin, to have access
to the contents of the propositions, while also allowing Latin readers to compare the Latin
translations to Quesnel’s original French and, in so doing, to evaluate whether the Vatican had
condemned Quesnel’s propositions or only poor translations of them. While this early Jansenist
edition had no preface condemning the Bull, the very act of translation prior to the publication of
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condemnation du même livre… Par nôtre tres-Saint Pere Clement… Pape XI (Rome [Paris], 1713).
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the official translation should be seen as subversive. So too was the location of printing—a false
imprint claiming to be from the Vatican itself. Finally, the edition contained short, interlinear,
French-language commentaries on the Latin verso pages that commented upon specific
propositions. Comments ranged from, “the reflection proves the orthodoxy of the Author,” to “the
doctrine of the reflection is that of the epistle to the Romans, to the Galatians, to the Hebrews,” to
“the contradictory of this Proposition is heretical,” to “the Reflection corresponds to the text [of
scripture], and has nothing that could harm Catholic dogma. It is more that of a pious Orator, than
that of an exact theologian,” to simply “Catholic.”177 The timing of this edition, while the Assembly
of the Clergy was still in session; the translation of the propositions from Latin; and the
commentary appended to the Bull were all part of an attempt on the part of Jansenist authors to
combat the Bull by drumming up the “cry of the faithful,” or the Augustinian murmur populi,
against the Bull so as to influence the deliberations of the assembly.178
This first Jansenist edition of Unigenitus was only the beginning. By January 1714, in a
further last-ditch effort to influence the still-deliberating assembly and the community of believers
that awaited its decision, Jansenist authors associated with the seminary of St. Magloire
published two small quarto editions of a commentary on Unigenitus, titled La Constitution
Unigenitus, en quatre colonnes and Jugement des saints pères sur les propositions condamnées
dans la constitution du 8 septembre 1713, contre le nouveau Testament avec des Réflexions
morales, which amounted to a second edition of the first text.179 In spite of its title, La Constitution
Unigenitus, en quatre colonnes was not exactly an edition of Unigenitus since it reordered the
Bull’s propositions under subject headings, and it did not include either the preamble or the
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dispositif. Nevertheless, it did give the full text of the propositions in the Latin of the Bull and in the
original French of Quesnel, and it placed them alongside excerpts from the writings of the Church
Fathers and remarks written by the seminarians of St. Magloire. Together, the four columns
worked to place evidence before the eyes of readers from which they could judge the catholicity
and hence truth of Quesnel’s propositions and the pious and innocuous nature of the work. The
logic of the parallel dictated that, if Quesnel’s propositions corresponded with the doctrine
expounded in the writings of the Church Fathers, then Quesnel’s doctrine could not be heretical.
After all, in the Jansenists’ view, the Church Fathers helped to express the tradition of the
Church.
La Constitution Unigenitus, en quatre colonnes served as a model and the foundational
text for the most extended and substantive series of later Jansenist editions of the Bull. By midJune 1714, an expanded, large-format, quarto edition of the propositions with commentary was in
the process of being completed in the Amsterdam printshop of Gerard Kuiper.180 Les Hexaples,
ou Les six colomnes sur la constitution Unigenitus, as this edition would come to be known, was
written by theologians closely associated with St. Magloire, including Laurent-François Boursier,
Gabriel-Nicolas Nivelle, Leonard Dilhe, Jacques Le Fèvre, and Jacques Fouillou, who all worked
closely with Pasquier Quesnel.181 The first edition of the Hexaples contained only one volume.
The title invoked the work of Origen, whose polyglot Bible, the Hexapla, placed six versions of the
Old Testament alongside one another. The title also served to highlight the hermeneutical work
that was being demanded of readers of the Hexaples. The Hexaples’ form followed a model
established by Saint Leo, who in the fifth century had instructed the Egyptians to judge doctrine
by reading it alongside scripture. If the doctrine paralleled scripture, Saint Leo taught, then it was
clearly orthodox.182 Following this model, the Hexaples presented the Latin text of the
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propositions, the corresponding French text of Quesnel’s Réflexions morales, passages from
scripture and from the patristics designed to justify Quesnel, remarks in defense of Quesnel by
the work’s editors, excerpts from Quesnel’s own defenses of his work, and the doctrine of the
Jesuits on the matters being treated, “opposed to that of the Church Fathers and Father
Quesnel.” The passages were rearranged and placed under the subject headings: “Reading the
Holy Scriptures,” “Love of God and Cupidity,” “Fear without Love,” “Old and New Covenant,”
“Weakness of Will,” “Force of Grace,” “Predestination,” “Grace of Adam,” “Faith, the First Grace,”
“Discipline of penitence,” “Church,” “Abuses in the Church,” “Internal Persecutions of the Church,”
and “Excommunication.”183
Having been printed after the end of the Assembly of the Clergy, the only influence the
authors of the Hexaples could have hoped to have had over official proceedings was to dissuade
bishops and archbishops, who had not attended the assembly, from accepting and publishing
Unigenitus in their dioceses. In spite of its size and cost, the Hexaples was actually more
explicitly oriented towards public consumption, and it was a success. After less than a month on
the market, more than half of the copies of the first edition had been sold.184 By the end of March
1715, a second, slightly expanded, large-format, quarto edition had been printed, featuring a
preface that made more explicit the work’s goal to “place the reader more in a state to judge”
Unigenitus.185 Finally, in 1721, a significantly expanded seven-volume, large-format, quarto
edition, printed in Amsterdam by Jean Beus and sold by Amsterdam bookseller Nicolas
Poitgieter, appeared. A new avertissement for the 1721 edition stated clearly that the work was
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produced as “an instruction in this great trial” when nothing less than God’s truth was in
question.186
Even though the 1721 edition was already seven volumes, the Hexaples’ authors, and
especially Leonard Dilhe, continued to rework and add to the text. Dilhe marked a print copy with
manuscript additions, in particular, with new references to the Church Fathers and to remarks that
provided examples of moments in ecclesiastical history that appeared to favor the Jansenist
cause. Alongside these new references, Dilhe added examples taken from contemporary history
and news to defend the cause, citing, for instance, an article in the 21 February 1722 issue of the
Gazette de France, which discussed an order from the Czar to print Russian copies of the Old
and New Testaments so that each family could read the Bible at home.187 The anecdote was
meant to contrast the relative Russian openness to lay Bible reading in comparison with postUnigenitus France and to suggest that the French people would soon fall into a general state of
ignorance and immorality after shutting off access to scripture. Such references may signify that,
in Dilhe’s eyes, contemporary histories and news were gaining credit among the reading public to
such an extent that such stories could be presented to make the same sorts of arguments that
were being made elsewhere in the Hexaples through reference to more traditional ecclesiastical
history.
Despite Dilhe’s work to expand the Hexaples, a new edition would never be printed.
While the demand for Jansenist texts, the evangelizing missions of Jansenist authors, and a
series of crises throughout the first half of the eighteenth century in France rendered the Bull
continually relevant, the size, density, and cost of the Hexaples inhibited the work’s ability to fulfill
the Jansenists’ polemical desires. Instead, Jansenist authors, printers, and booksellers began to
produce down-market, cheaper, and smaller-format editions, the most significant of which was
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Nicolas Gudver’s La constitution Unigenitus avec des remarques et des notes, which first
appeared in 1724.188 From then until 1743, no fewer than twelve editions of this Jansenist
Unigenitus went into circulation.189 As Gudver’s avertissement to the original edition suggested,
the text was designed to inform readers, but it was also a memorial to persecution, which marked
in its preface that it had been ten years since the Bull appeared.190
Formally, La constitution Unigenitus avec des remarques et des notes was an abridged
version of the Hexaples, providing the text of the Bull alongside justificatory extracts from
scripture and the patristics and remarks that helped to contextualize the Bull and the propositions
condemned therein. Each edition was printed in a compact, single-volume duodecimo format.
They sold at modest prices, only costing 20 sous, or two-thirds of the price for a monthly issue of
the Mercure de France.191 Sometimes, they were printed to be bound with other works, such as
the abbé Dusaussoy’s La Vérité rendue sensible à tout le monde.192 At other times, readers
chose to bind them with other texts on the controversy that they already owned.193 None of these
editions was signed by an author, and with the exception of a single edition that avowed that it
was printed in Paris, only those coming from Amsterdam or Utrecht listed information about their
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locations of printing.194 Underground printers in Paris, such as papermaker Claude Denis
Jourdain, printed and sold other editions of the text.195
Authorities tasked with regulating Jansenism and the Jansenists’ opponents within the
Church all recognized the danger of these editions, which were produced “to the benefit of the
poor.”196 Already with the large-format editions of the Hexaples, Church and state authorities
feared Jansenist efforts to reach a broad reading audience and seduce it. As the 1715
condemnation of the Hexaples and Du Témoignage de la vérité by the Assembly of the Clergy
suggested, the Hexaples was “capable of imposing on even the most pious of readers, who could
not be precautioned enough against a trap,” by justifying “errors by diverse passages of the holy
scripture and the ancient doctors of the Church.”197 Critics of the Hexaples accused the authors of
borrowing methods from the Protestants to defend a heretical doctrine.198 An unsigned and
undated manuscript critique of La constitution Unigenitus avec des remarques et des notes from
the late 1720s provides the clearest response to the Hexaples and the series of down-market
Jansenist editions of Unigenitus that would follow it. The goal of the series, according to this
anonymous critic, was “to invite the simple faithful to judge questions of doctrine,” a “power of
judgment” that “had never been communicated to the multitude.” The Hexaples, being entirely in
French, appeared to be only for French readers and to have been written primarily for women or
men who did not know Latin—in other words, general stand-ins for non-erudite readers, and
certainly not the clergy. The Hexaples was, according to this anonymous critic, “a seditious work
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and the fruit of a spirit of party.” Nevertheless, the critic chose to respond not to the Hexaples
itself but rather to La Constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques et des notes, because it was
an abridgement of the Hexaples and because, “by its brevity, it can be read by many people, who
will not take the care to read the Hexaples, and still less the works that refute it.”199
Other Jansenist editions of Unigenitus that provided variations on Gudver’s
avertissement were soon printed, some giving only the bare text of the Bull, without the parallel
texts of scripture, the patristics, or the remarks. Another series of Jansenist Unigenituses, the first
iteration of which was printed in Utrecht in 1730, presented the Bull on the verso page, with
justificatory passages taken from “Scripture and Tradition” on the recto page while providing a
chronology of events that preceded and followed the Bull, which gave the series its title: Abrégé
chronologique des principaux evenemens qui ont précédé la Constitution Unigenitus, & qui y ont
donné lieu, ou qui en sont les suites.200 Between 1730 and 1741, no fewer than seven editions of
the Abrégé chronologique or Le Calendrier ecclesiastique, as it was otherwise known, were put
into circulation in duodecimo and even smaller sixteenmo formats. Another series in duodecimo,
likely printed in Paris and produced in three editions in 1748, 1750, and 1753, addressed the bare
text of Unigenitus to a layman of the provinces in an effort to inform all French people about the
contents of the Bull in the context of the crisis over the refusal of sacraments.201
While the Jansenists sought to win the support of a unified public, they recognized that
not all members of what was in practice also a wide and diverse public would be won through the
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same sorts of appeals and with the same kinds of sources. To this end, even while they did not
acknowledge the existence of a divided public, Jansenist Unigenituses were explicitly targeted at
a number of different audiences, and these efforts were reflected in their contents and in their
material forms. Some series, such as La Constitution Unigenitus, adressée à un laïque de
province, were explicitly targeted at lay audiences in their titles. The texts themselves outlined
how they were supposed to be read aloud in the family and to one’s domestics to spread as far
as possible knowledge of the Bull’s contents and indignance at the Bull’s injustice.202 Through
such editions and the collective reading practices that they advocated, such information could be
disseminated to clerics and laypeople, men and women, rich and poor, the literate and even the
illiterate. This wide diffusion, Jansenist authors argued, was justified by the Bull itself, which in its
original form stated that it was intended “to uncover [Quesnel’s] errors in detail and to place them
more clearly and distinctly before the eyes of all the faithful.”203 The editor of one Jansenist
Unigenitus stated simply, “it is addressed to all of the faithful. Thus, it is fitting that they read it.”204
All Jansenist editions of Unigenitus were united both in targeting such a diverse audience
and asking for its judgment. They also shared in the belief that, by the reading of Unigenitus
alone, readers could see that the Bull condemned manifestly orthodox propositions. In his
avertissement that prefaced the series of La constitution Unigenitus avec des remarques et des
notes and other Jansenist Unigenituses, Nicolas Gudver stated, “it has been a long time since we
said that the best book written against the Bull that condemns Father Quesnel is the Bull itself.”205
The injustice of the Bull was represented as self-evident to readers in the many prefaces and
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other paratexts appended to Jansenist editions (though the ostensible need for such prefaces
and paratexts also suggests that this truth may not have been as self-evident as they let on).
Already, in one of the first Jansenist editions of Unigenitus, published in 1714, the editor stated, “it
is demonstrated, thus, by the Constitution itself that the book of Reflections is a very pure, very
precise, and very Catholic book; that it is not the book that is condemnable, but the sentence that
condemns it.”206
By reading the Bull alone, readers were told that they would recognize the very articles of
the Catholic faith condemned in the propositions of the Bull. Gudver proclaimed in a 1724
preface, “the simple reading of the Bull will become a source of instruction and enlightenment.
The propositions that it condemns include the most essential truths of Christianity; in meditating
upon them, one will be more and more convinced, one will be afflicted by their condemnation, one
will take interest in the affairs of the Church, one will desire to be instructed more on a cause that
concerns the truths on which depends the salvation of each particular.”207 A note in a 1739 edition
stated, “one comes to see the perfect conformity of the 101 censured Propositions with the
Scriptures and with the Saintly Fathers.” The condemnation had sapped “the very foundations of
Religion!”208 A later edition of Gudver’s avertissement remarked, “that in reading [the Bull,
readers] will discover there, from the first blink of the eye, the truths of the Faith condemned, the
first ideas of Christianity destroyed, the principles of Christian moral altered, and all Religion
almost entirely reversed.” He continued, “one must not do more than read [Unigenitus] to judge
it,” and that “the simple reading of this Bull would be a very efficacious antidote against the
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seductive discourses and against the venomous treatises of its defenders.” He continued, “the
opponents [of the Bull] demand nothing but that one read it and that in its reading, one judge
between them and their opponents.” The paragraph concluded, “they appeal simply to the
common sense, to the reason, and to the religion of the faithful.”209
The Jansenists’ effort to publish their own condemnation was thus undergirded by the
notion, which they explicitly explained to readers, that the propositions condemned in Unigenitus
were manifestly orthodox. In Jansenist editions of Unigenitus, they reiterated the point that the
words of the propositions mirrored those used in French-language catechisms from the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries—the very texts used to instruct the lay faithful
concerning religious doctrine. It was only through bad faith intellectual and interpretive acrobatics
that the bishops had distorted these orthodox meanings for reasons of personal interest and
political gain.
Jansenist authors incessantly promoted the idea that reading the Bull alone, with basic
knowledge of one’s catechism, was enough to recognize the injustice of Unigenitus, but they still
produced editions of Unigenitus that advocated a comparative reading method as an aid to the
judgment of their readers. In countless editions, beginning with La Constitution Unigenitus, en
quatre colonnes, Jansenist authors presented the propositions extracted from Quesnel’s
Réflexions morales alongside biblical passages and quotations from the Church Fathers to justify
them. If the propositions said the same thing as scripture or tradition, which any reasonable
reader should be able to see, then they were orthodox. This sort of appeal was fundamentally
theological. It asked readers to judge the propositions based on their consistency or
inconsistency with what, readers were told, was scriptural truth and Church tradition.
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Nevertheless, this sort of theological appeal was not the only, not the most common, and not
thought to be the most effective means of informing readers and winning the adherence of the
public.
Context as Pretext
The controversies surrounding Jansenism, which had been roiling since the 1640s, were, above
all, disputes over the nature of God’s grace and the extent of the role humans played in their own
salvation, and much of the above-mentioned Jansenist print was actually devoted to persuading
the lay faithful that Unigenitus had condemned orthodox Catholic propositions through a
discussion of the propositions themselves. Still, Jansenist authors believed that the content most
capable of winning before the “tribunal of the Public” was not theological in nature.210 In the first
place, even when Jansenist works engaged directly with the content of Unigenitus and the
condemned propositions, they tended to foreground propositions that dealt with issues of Church
governance, specifically about who had authority within the Church and about the Church’s
relationship to the state, rather than theological arguments about the nature of grace. For
instance, when the Hexaples reordered the propositions in order to justify them, the editors
decided to begin with a discussion of propositions seventy-nine through eighty-five, which dealt
with lay Bible reading, instead of starting, as would have been more natural, with proposition one,
which dealt directly with the nature of grace.211 Beginning with lay Bible reading served the
practical purpose of helping to justify lay judgment. It also worked to flatter the readers to whom
the Jansenists were appealing for support by presenting them with an issue that was directly
relevant to their lives in the here and now. Elsewhere, Jansenist polemicists similarly placed a
strong emphasis on discussion and critique of propositions ninety and ninety-one, which
concerned the papal power of excommunication and the need for lay consent in exercising that
power. These propositions were particularly politically sensitive because, if the pope had
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unrestrained power to excommunicate members of the Church, he could abuse that power to
excommunicate and depose kings.212
More important still, however, than these sources which engaged with the propositions
themselves were sources that attempted to frame the context in which the Bull was to be
understood. Even many of the Jansenist editions of Unigenitus were framed by historical prefaces
that were intended to prime readers and condition their readings. The Abrégé chronologique and
Le Calendrier ecclesiastique, for instance, chronicled the persecution of the Jansenists and
placed the Bull within a centuries-long struggle for Gallican liberties and the independence of
kings against papal authority.213 Similarly, the La constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques et
des notes series was published with continually expanding historical prefaces, written by Gudver,
which documented Jansenist persecution in real time, including the number of clergymen forced
into exile on account of their refusal to submit to the Bull and various anecdotes about lay
persecution and the persecution of the former nuns of Port-Royal.214
As early as 1720, when the second edition of La Vérité rendue sensible à tout le monde
appeared, the abbé Dusaussoy, its author, commented on the fact that, while there was much ink
spilt combatting Unigenitus, “most of these writings do not turn but on Theological Questions.”
Such writings, according to Dusaussoy, were not fit to inform the vast majority of readers.215 In
1750, the abbé Cormaille, a Jansenist priest imprisoned in the Bastille, noted that not only were
people more capable of judging theological matters by their practical effects rather than by the
internal logic or consistency of their underlying theological principles, but that the examination of
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these practical effects was also what “piqued the curiosity of the public” and drew people’s
attention to the controversy. He believed that if supporters of Unigenitus successfully made the
debate about “theological matters and dull discussions,” people would stop reading about the
debates, and the dispute would cool.216
The practice of seeking to convince and entertain the public most easily by presenting
arguments about the corrupt causes and the pernicious effects of Unigenitus rather than about
the underlying theology at the center of the controversy meant that many sources focused on the
human drama that surrounded the Bull. These works were underpinned by assumptions first
elaborated in Vivian De La Borde’s Du Témoignage de la vérité, which taught that right was most
often on the side of the persecuted.217 In Jansenist histories of Unigenitus, such as the historical
preface to the Hexaples, the Histoire du livre des Réflexions morales et de la constitution
Unigenitus, and the Catéchisme historique et dogmatique sur les contestations qui divisent
maintenant l’Église, and in countless prefaces to Jansenist editions of Unigenitus, readers were
informed that Unigenitus was the product of Jesuit plots, that it had only led to the persecution of
those who opposed it, and that the Ultramontanism that it sanctioned endangered the crown.218
Since the people who opposed the Bull were persecuted and since the Bull led to all sorts of
pernicious effects, readers were meant to judge pretextually the propositions as good and
orthodox when they understood the context.
Through arguments like these, and by the close association that the Crown insisted upon
among the monarchy, the Gallican Church, and Unigenitus, the conflict expanded from one about
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theology into one more concretely about politics.219 As Charles-Robert Berthier, a Jansenist
priest, author, and editor at the center of Parisian Jansenist printing from the 1710s through the
1730s, made clear in a 1718 letter to Pierre de la Broue, Bishop of Mirepoix, once the theological
dispute had left the learned halls of the Sorbonne, it became necessary for those who opposed
Unigenitus to “excite public horror and indignation through a lively description of the intrigues,
violence, and injustices” perpetrated by the Jesuits and their supporters in service of
Unigenitus.220 To do so, Jansenist authors relied on contemporary history and news, much as
Protestants had done before them by mobilizing tales of contemporary martyrs and plots against
them.221
In works such as Nicolas Le Gros’ 1724 Entretiens du prestre Eusebe et de l’avocat
Theophile, readers were instructed on how history and news were to be used to evaluate the truth
or falsehood of a proposition. Le Gros instructed his readers to judge the propositions by “the
natural sense of the Bull, the avowal of the most animated parties, and by experience.” Secondhand experience, furnished in a wide variety of Jansenist print, showed the public that Unigenitus
was the product of Jesuit intrigues and that, in the dioceses and parishes that had accepted
Unigenitus, morals were corrupt, good people were persecuted, and the people were returned to
the “darkness of ignorance, superstition, and error.”222 The condemnation of the propositions that
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led to this state of affairs was thus proven unjust, and the propositions were vindicated. Another
Jansenist work, the Catéchisme sur l’Église pour les temps de trouble, a question-and-answer
version of a pastoral instruction by the Jansenist Bishop of Senez, told the simple faithful to judge
the Bull “by its causes and by its effects,” placing particular emphasis on identifying those who
demanded it, those who promoted it, and the persecution to which it led.223
Nowhere was this kind of appeal made more forcefully, more consistently, and more
widely than in the Jansenist newssheet, the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques. The Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques was published on a weekly basis, in print-runs of up to six-thousand copies,
beginning on 23 February 1728, in the immediate aftermath of the Council of Embrun.224 The
newssheet was most commonly printed as a single quarto half-sheet and sold at a remarkably
reasonable price, between 1.5 and 3 sols an issue, or between 3 livres tournois 18 sols and 7
livres tournois 16 sols a year. By contrast, manuscript newssheets cost between 40 and 50 livres
tournois per year and had at most a couple dozen subscribers each.225 The more widely
circulated monthly Mercure de France cost 30 sols an issue or 18 livres tournois a year in 1728,
meaning it was two to four times as expensive as the weekly Nouvelles ecclésiastiques.226 The
Nouvelles Ecclésiastiques were, therefore, accessible to a much wider audience than were other
news sources, whether manuscript or print. Indeed, an engraving showed an idealized version of
the cast of characters who read the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques to include well-to-do and highly
educated lawyers and clerics, but also members of the lower classes, women, and children.227
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From the first editorial preface of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, produced in 1728, the
newssheet explicitly stated that its goal was “to instruct” and “to inform” the faithful to “support the
holy doctrine under attack.” Nevertheless, the content of the newssheet would focus less on the
doctrine itself than on the “violences” and “unjust proceedings” of “the authors of the troubles,” the
Jesuits, in particular. The newssheet would amass “ a simple, short, and exact account of the
facts” because, “in effect, nothing but a simple exposition of that which has occurred all over was
necessary to judge on which side the Truth is; just as nothing more than the simple reading of the
Constitution, without prejudice, is necessary to decide in which manner one must think.”228 In this
sense, the study of the context that produced the Bull and the context that the Bull produced was
presented as a guide to good judgment parallel to the simple reading of the Bull itself. In his 1735
“Premier discours sur les Nouvelles ecclésiastiques,” Nicolas Le Gros explained further that the
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques were made to help the “simple,” as opposed to “the learned,” to
understand the injustice of the Bull by “exposing to the eyes of all the world the bitter fruits the
Constitution has produced and produces without cease.” Following the logic elaborated
elsewhere, Le Gros noted that contemporary history and news were more capable of informing
the “common public” and “aiding them in their judgment” than were strictly theological works.229
The Nouvelles ecclésiastiques thus produced content meant to inform a relatively wide
and diverse audience on the Bull’s causes and effects, laying blame for the Bull, as other works
of Jansenist print had, at the feet of the Jesuits, the pope, the overzealous Gallican bishops, the
king’s ministers, and the lieutenant general of police, who had worked together to persecute an
inconvenient truth that was, nonetheless, God’s truth. The style of the newssheet distinguished it
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from that of other competitors in the news space, which tended to report on events without
editorializing or drawing connections between the various stories they reported.230 By contrast,
the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques spun a highly partisan narrative thread through all the content that
it published. When it reported on events not directly linked to the Unigenitus controversies, such
as the Jesuit mission in China or the Girard-Cadière affair, it refracted these stories through the
lens of the Unigenitus controversies, making almost everything to some extent about
Unigenitus.231 At the same time, it placed events within a figurist narrative frame, which
encouraged readers to view current events, especially strife and persecution within the Church,
through the lens of sacred history, as re-enactments or “figures” of the past persecution of the
true Church and of God’s grace, which helped the true Church ultimately to prevail in the face of
such hardships.232 Within this framework, the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques emphasized the
persecution of the Jansenists, as defenders of the truth, and the coming triumph of their cause.
Jansenist authors were committed to the idea that, to win before the “tribunal of the Public,” one
had to provide evidence that could hold the attention of a broad and uninitiated audience and
convince it, and that the best evidence to do so was based only on the external signs of rightness
exhibited by the different sides in the dispute.233 It was easier to tell who appeared to be pious
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and who appeared to be wretched than it was to determine whose theology was right and whose
was wrong. The next jump was that the pious and persecuted people must be right about God’s
truth while the evil persecutors must be mistaken.234 Nevertheless, in making theology about
politics in order to win a debate before an expanded, diversified, and less-educated public,
Jansenist authors and their opponents who accepted and responded to their challenge, if
reluctantly and begrudgingly, worked to distance the divine from Church doctrine.235 More
generally, the controversy had the potential to show readers that doctrine was disputed and that
the disputes, which determined what the Catholic world would believe, were decided by all too
human politics.
All aspects of the Jansenist appeal to public judgment, whether through theological or
contextual argument, were predicated on readers informing themselves. Jansenist authors
produced a number of sources to aid them in this pursuit, including Jansenist editions of
Unigenitus, contemporary histories, and the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques. Nonetheless, to read for
information was to pursue a different end than had previously been demanded of most ordinary
religious readers and a different end with which to approach fundamentally religious texts.
Jansenists, therefore, sought to provide new models of reading and new model readers to help
guide this new, expanded, diversified, and legitimized public in its readings and interpretations.
***
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Informative Reading: A How to Guide
Two engravings, produced some twelve to fourteen years apart, depict the two models of reading
advocated by Jansenist authors. The first was designed by the famous Dutch Calvinist engraver
Bernard Picart as one of sixteen engravings in a cycle sometime between 1729 and 1731.236 The
second was designed by the painter Jean Restout and engraved by G.F. Schmidt in 1743.237
Both depict François de Pâris, the Jansenist appellant deacon, upon whose grave Jansenists
believed miracles took place. In each, Pâris is portrayed in his home in the Faubourg St.
Marceau, but the scene is strikingly different between them. In the first, Pâris is shown, kneeling
at a lectern, his eyes closed, while he clutches a crucifix. The room features a clock affixed to the
wall next to a small bookshelf. The books on the shelf are marked on their spines with initials,
“RM PQ” and “NT PQ,” identifying them as the Réflexions morales or Nouveau Testament of
Pasquier Quesnel, as the work was sometimes called. Making the centrality of Quesnel’s
Réflexions morales to Pâris’ devotion even clearer is the fact that the open book on his lectern,
before which he can be seen praying, is marked, “Ref. Mor. Du P. Quesnel.”
In the second, Pâris is seated at a desk, his head in his left hand and a quill in his right.
The shelves that line the walls of the room are much larger than the shelf in the first engraving,
and they are well-stocked with books. There is an ink well on the desk in front of Pâris, alongside
one open book, which Pâris is reading. The open book rests on another closed book and several
sheets of note paper upon one of which Pâris appears to be still writing. The two engravings
portray what most observers would consider the same act: reading. Nevertheless, the kinds of
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reading they depict are markedly different, and the two engravings may be seen to represent not
just two reading practices, but two paradigms of reading.
The first shows meditative reading. The caption below it describes Pâris as “penetrated
by [the knowledge] that by himself, he is nothing but poverty,” a reflection on the miserable nature
of humanity without God’s grace, and it continues to describe Pâris’ reflection in words that
closely mirror the language of Quesnel’s commentary to Luke 16:3, which was condemned as the
first proposition of Unigenitus.238 The viewer is led to believe that Pâris has just read the passage
in Quesnel’s Réflexions morales and was so moved by it that he clutched his crucifix to pray,
meditating further on what he had read. In this sense, the book is presented as a vehicle for
communion with God and for self-reflection on the wretchedness of the human condition. Clearly,
this was not an inactive form of reading, as reading literally led to action—the clasping of the
crucifix, the closing of the eyes, prayer, and meditation. Still, it is peculiar insofar as the act of
reading led to the end of reading, as Pâris has clearly closed his eyes in reflection after finishing
the passage. To read the Réflexions morales at the lectern was, in some ways, to read through
the text and to transcend it. It was a kind of reading that obscured the mediating qualities of the
book and the text.239
Picart’s engraving thus portrayed the kind of reading practice that Quesnel and his
approbators had imagined for the Réflexions morales when they wrote, edited, and gave their
approbations to it. As Noailles’ approbation stated, “this book will take the place of an entire
library.”240 In the engraving, it already has, as volumes of Quesnel’s book are the only books
depicted on Pâris’ shelf. In Quesnel’s first preface, he explicitly contrasted the kind of meditative
reading that his book demanded with the kind of reading practiced by “those who abandon their
minds to an infinity of purely curious and useless inquiries, and who instead of elevating
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themselves to the contemplation of immutable truth, […] acquire the knowledge of base and
temporal things.” He went on, “they continually apply themselves to study without ever arriving at
knowledge of the truth because they go outside of themselves to search for it.”241 The Réflexions
morales were meant to be a prompt to interior meditation, and one was supposed to learn God’s
truth, the Truth, by searching inside oneself, in one’s thoughts that were prompted by the book,
by scripture, and above all, by Quesnel’s commentaries that “rendered the reading more useful
and the meditation easier.” This kind of reading led to a completely spiritual response and was
meant to remove one’s thoughts from things outside one’s self in order to elevate one’s thoughts
to God.242
This meditative reading practice advocated and prescribed by Quesnel for the reading of
his Réflexions morales was the dominant mode of reading for Catholic books of piety and for
many other kinds of works in late seventeenth-century France. As Aude Volpilhac has shown,
during the seventeenth century, as a by-product of the comingling of Cartesian and Augustinian
philosophies, particularly prominent among Jansenist theologians and philosophers, the definition
of what made reading dangerous changed in France. In centuries past, some books were thought
to be evil in themselves and capable of corrupting or seducing readers who came in contact with
them. During the seventeenth century, the dominant discourse about the dangers of reading took
a markedly subjectivist turn, focusing less on a fear of bad books than on a fear of bad readers,
who could and would misread even the most orthodox books. It was thus not anything in the
books themselves that made reading dangerous, but the interior dispositions of the readers that
did, and the solution that seventeenth-century French philosophers and pedagogues developed
to combat this sort of corruption was to encourage readers to read meditatively. That is, they
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were to reflect deeply on what they had read, reflecting on themselves in the process and praying
in a way that elevated them above their usual baseness and shaped their dispositions positively
to take good rather than evil from the texts that they read.243
The notion that one’s attitudes and disposition when approaching a text were ultimately
more important in determining what one would take away from the text was articulated most
clearly by Pierre Nicole in an essay, titled “De la Manière d’Étudier Chrestiennement,” in his 1671
Essais de morale. Nicole, true to both his Augustinian and Cartesian leanings, argued that,
because books were the product of men, they were indelibly marked by man’s fall and corruption.
As such, he wrote, “there are few books that do not contain some type of venom,” and “in reading
the books of men, we insensibly fill ourselves with the vices of men.” Because all books were
corrupt in some manner, readers should be allowed to approach any book, for it was their
disposition that determined what they would take from the book rather than the content of the
book itself. According to Nicole, if a reader with a penitent heart and humble soul directed his
reading toward the glorification and love of God, then he could read even the most corrupted
works and draw fruit from that reading.244 Meditative reading could turn even the worst books into
texts from which one could learn because one was not really meant to learn the contents of the
text, but about oneself and about one’s relationship to God through the exercise of reading
itself.245
The reality, however, was still more contested. As the condemnation of Quesnel’s
Réflexions morales in Unigenitus itself suggests, there were still those, and many of those in
power, who believed that there were indeed bad books, not just bad readers, and that bad books
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could corrupt even readers who approached them with a sincere desire to know the truth.246
Some Jansenist authors did try to reframe the condemnation of the Réflexions morales in
Unigenitus as a case in which a good book was condemned because it was “susceptible to a bad
meaning.” They argued that a reader, meditating on the text in good faith, never would have read
the propositions in a condemnable way.247 Nevertheless, the main line of argument employed by
Jansenist authors suggested that the propositions were good in themselves. To prove this point,
Jansenist authors in the wake of Unigenitus advocated that readers engage in informative
reading, even when approaching books of piety, such as the Réflexions morales.
While Quesnel contrasted meditative reading with a kind of frivolous and worldly reading,
it would be wrong to suggest that informative reading fit this second model exactly. In the first
place, informative reading was anything but aimless and frivolous. It was intended to provide one
with information that could be used to inform future judgments, in essence, to shape one’s
horizon of expectation and prime one’s reception of any new information.248 The engraving of
François de Paris produced by Restout and Schmidt depicted informative reading and the ways in
which it differed from the meditative reading practice readers had used to read the Réflexions
morales before Unigenitus. The caption below the engraving announced that Pâris was “studying”
the scriptures and writings of the Church Fathers in their “original languages.”249 Obviously, this
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was not a type of reading that many readers could undertake, and perhaps, it was not even a
type of reading that François de Pâris could do, as he was not necessarily proficient in other
languages. But it still represented a different kind of reading from the meditative reading that
encouraged readers to look inward to themselves for insight as they read. In particular,
informative reading demanded that readers read more, that they write while they read, and above
all, that they be informed and formed by the texts they read, rather than vice-versa.
Informative reading encouraged the reading of multiple works at a time, even if the works
were presented in parallels in the same textual object. It demanded constant cross-referencing.
Writing on scraps of paper or in the margins of one’s books helped further in all these exercises.
Where meditative reading was depicted as an activity that one did at a lectern or, as other
engravings showed, in nature or in a garden, informative reading was often best done at a desk,
though it could take more public forms when a reader heeded Jansenist calls to inform others.250
While meditative reading required only a small bookshelf and one book because one’s self was
that which illuminated the content and brought one closer to God, informative reading required an
entire library and an array of materials. While both could be done in a group, one aimed to prompt
individual meditation among members of the group while the other aimed to instruct the group as
a whole, perhaps leading to discussion of the news of the day and how to use it to decide which
side to take in the ongoing disputes.
Countless printed Jansenist works urged readers to instruct and inform themselves on
the Unigenitus controversy by engaging in this kind of informative reading. A question-andanswer pamphlet from 1719, titled Instruction familière au sujet de la constitution Unigenitus,
stated that “no one, at present, is not obligated to instruct themselves on this great affair,” that
“ignorance is not an excuse,” that one cannot “act without being instructed,” and that “it is good to
be in a state to instruct children, those close to oneself, and one’s friends who can be in need.”
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The Instruction familière concluded that “it is, thus, of very great importance for all sorts of people
to instruct themselves each following his own ability, concerning the present contestations.”251
Above all, one needed to be informed on the context that surrounded the Bull. As the
avertissement to the 1721 edition of the Hexaples noted, “it was of extreme importance to
represent plainly the impression that the Bull Unigenitus made in the Church at the moment that it
appeared, the diverse movements that it caused; and within these movements, those that were
produced naturally; and those that were the effect of reflection, complaisance, fear, and interest.”
It continued, “nothing is more capable of instructing […] than a history in which one simply and
naively makes use of the facts.”252
The 1727 Questions importantes sur les matières du temps elaborated further on how
information concerning current events could be used to evaluate theological propositions, arguing
that “every Christian, even laypeople, has a recognized right to instruct themselves to a certain
point, not only concerning the principles of the Religion, but also concerning the important
contestations that arise within the Church and that interest the faith.” This right was founded on
Jesus’ exhortation to guard against false prophets, which required knowledge of one’s religion
and, especially in times of trouble, knowledge of the political struggles within the Church. While
most Christians were lazy and could call themselves Christians only by accident of birth, the
author wrote, the first duty of a true Christian was to inform himself or herself.253
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The exhortation to instruct oneself about the context surrounding Unigenitus, however,
was made most powerfully in an open letter that Jean Soanen published in 1739 on the reading
of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques. Soanen asked, “must not one instruct oneself concerning the
truths that [the Bull] combats, interest oneself in the evils that it causes, apply oneself to the
means its partisans employ to accredit it, study one’s own weakness in its cowardly falls, and
edify oneself by the courage of those who suffer generously for the cause of the Church?” He
continued, “it is in this point of view that one must read the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques because it
was in this spirit that they were composed.”254 This kind of exhortation to the would-be readers of
the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques was put into forms still more capable of reaching broader
audiences, even into songs, which demanded that readers, singers, and listeners gain knowledge
for themselves and provided the necessary information they needed to learn in order to pass
judgment.255
While instruction could mean learning the theological principles one was supposed to
defend, more often than not, it actually meant learning information about the context surrounding
the Bull. This kind of information was useful because it conditioned one’s reception of other
information by providing one with a set of assumptions, which enabled one to assimilate new
information into one’s worldview or to dismiss information that would challenge one’s worldview
more facilely, typically as misinformation produced with corrupt intent. Jansenist authors, for
instance, presented pro-Unigenitus authors’ claims that the Bull had been universally received in
this way.256 The exhortation to inform oneself, as we shall see in Chapter 6, ultimately
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transformed reading practices among readers in the controversy. Where meditative reading had
demanded that one bring oneself to a text and shape the text through one’s subjective encounter
with it, informative reading demanded that one shape oneself by the reading of texts and by
looking outside of oneself and towards others, presented in texts or in one’s real life, to determine
if one’s judgments were correct. The desired encounter with the text was less subjective than
intersubjective.
It is important to recognize, however, that both models of reading represented in the two
engravings were idealized visions of how readers should read and that, as the fact that they both
portrayed the same individual, François de Pâris, suggests, the same reader could practice both
kinds of reading or hover somewhere between the poles of meditative and informative reading.
Nevertheless, as we shall see, these sources did help to popularize informative reading at the
expense of meditative reading for religious texts among French readers of the controversy over
the course of the eighteenth century. In so doing, sources that modeled informative reading, such
as the Restout-Schmidt engraving of François de Pâris, participated in a more general
transformation in reading practices across different reading audiences and reading subjects.
These sources aimed at religious readers in the Unigenitus controversy were powerful, in the first
place, because they reached a large number of readers and viewers. The Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques, as we have seen, circulated in print-runs of up to 6000 copies while Pierre
Wachenheim believes that Jansenist engravings, such as those discussed above, could have
circulated in print-runs of up to 3000 copies, and Nicolas Lyon-Caen has demonstrated how
common they were in death inventories.257 These sources that invited and modeled informative
reading were also powerful in bringing about a wider shift in reading practices because they
focused on transforming the ways in which readers read what were then still the most commonly
owned and read books, that is, religious texts and books of piety, in particular.258 Nevertheless,
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the most important model of Jansenist reading was not provided by François de Pâris, but was
instead that of the female reader.
Women as Model Readers
Women had always played a prominent role among the Jansenists on account of the group’s
close association with the nuns of Port-Royal, which dated back to the mid-seventeenth century.
Even then, women, and especially the nuns, were models of resistance, at times, even resisting
the dictates of male leaders among the Jansenists.259 Jansenists had also long advocated for
women to read scripture, and Quesnel was particularly prominent among these advocates.
Nevertheless, the role of women within the Church and, more specifically, within the Church in
the context of the disputes over doctrine related to Jansenism was always complicated. While
women were meant to have access to scripture, women’s participation in theological debate was
theoretically limited by Paul’s interdiction in 1 Timothy 2:11-12, which stated, “A woman should
learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over
a man; she must be silent.” As Thomas Carr Jr. has noted, this interdiction, in theory, largely
forbade women from pursing theological instruction and definitely prohibited them from taking
formal roles within the teaching Church as theologians. Instead, they were meant to devote their
religious energies to devotional practices. In many respects, this made them perfect models for
meditative reading.260
Indeed, the idea that women were ideal models for meditative reading can be seen in the
framing narrative of the 1711 Pensées pieuses. The Pensées pieuses were printed by André
Pralard, Quesnel’s printer, two years before the promulgation of Unigenitus. An “Avis Au Lecteur”
described the book as the work of “a lady of quality, who in her retirement occupies herself
uniquely with her salvation” and who “extracted herself and reduced to a small Volume, for her
own edification, these holy reflections, which are a summary of that which touched her most in
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the famous book.” While a fictional framing narrative, the preface continued by stating that the
manuscript extracts taken from Quesnel’s Réflexions morales had apparently fallen into the
hands of Pralard, who sought and received the lady’s permission to print them, and the passages
that she meditated upon and that she found most edifying were thought to “please a great
number of pious souls, who would be well at ease to have in a small and very portable book, that
with which to nourish each day their faith with the most important truths of the Religion.”261 In
extracting the propositions and placing them under headings for each day, the text modeled the
meditative reading of the Réflexions morales by inviting readers, and especially female readers,
to read along with the lady and to meditate with her. Each day, a sampling of Quesnel’s book
could be read to prompt self-reflection and prayer.
Nevertheless, the Pauline injunction for women to remain silent concerning matters of
faith not only paved the way for women to become ideal models for meditative reading, but, as
Daniella Kostroun has shown, it also provided the nuns of Port-Royal with a model of resistance
and, in turn, enabled them to serve as models of resistance for later generations of Jansenists
facing persecution, as well. By remaining silent in the face of their own persecution, the nuns of
Port-Royal worked to expose the unjust use of force against them on the part of the Church and
the absolute monarchy.262 This model of silence as an act of resistance, which was coded
feminine but also employed by men, was most prominently on display in the disputes over the
Formulary of Alexander VII, a controversial document that stated that, by signing, one accepted
the condemnation of the five propositions supposedly extracted from Jansen’s Augustinus and
condemned in the 1653 Papal Bull Cum Occasione. Relying on a distinction made first by Antoine
Arnauld, that the Church had the right (droit) to decide disputes concerning matters of doctrine,
but not the ability to determine the truth of a worldly fact (fait), the nuns opposed the Formulary.
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They argued that they could accept the condemnation of the five propositions in submission to
the Church’s right to determine doctrine, but that, as women, unable to engage in theological
study and especially unsuited to read a lengthy, Latin work, such as Jansen’s Augustinus, they
must remain silent concerning whether it was a fact that the five propositions condemned were
actually in the book. Since the Formulary demanded a pure and simple acceptance, they could
not give it.263 Ultimately, they fashioned their duties as submissive members of the body of the
faithful, incompetent and unsuited to make theological judgments, in such a way as to make them
powerful tools of resistance against the dictates of the Church hierarchy and the monarchy.
And yet, even though women had always been an important Jansenist constituency and
a powerful model of Jansenist resistance, Unigenitus presented a different set of problems and a
different set of opportunities to women than those faced by and those presented to the nuns of
Port-Royal. Most importantly, as already noted, the Réflexions morales was not the Augustinus.
Unlike Jansen’s book, Quesnel’s book was a popular French-language Bible commentary meant,
in no small part, to be read by women. Women could not claim ignorance of its contents as an
excuse for remaining silent. In the case of Unigenitus, as Carr has noted, the distinction between
droit and fait was essentially irrelevant.264 The propositions were clearly extracted from Quesnel’s
work, and they were written in plain French that any reader could understand. To oppose
Unigenitus then was explicitly to engage in an argument over the interpretation of doctrine.
Furthermore, it was to participate in a full-fledged public dispute over these issues. Feigned
ignorance and silence were no longer the most desired qualities among those who would resist.
In this context, while women did not produce much of their own printed writing, women became
models for a broad audience generally, no longer for meditative reading, but instead, for
informative reading as an act of resistance.265
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As Mita Choudhury has shown, specifically in the case of nuns, Jansenist authors,
working through a figurist lens, represented Jansenist nuns, even in the wake of Unigenitus, as “a
universal model for all who suffered for the Jansenist cause during the eighteenth century.”
Choudhury explains that Jansenist polemicists “transformed what were generally considered
‘feminine weaknesses’—such as strong emotions and intellectual limitations—into strengths that
affirmed the widely recognized ‘feminine virtues’ of simplicity and submissiveness.” In this frame,
resistance to worldly Church authority on the part of the nuns was justified by the nuns’ pious
removal from the world and submission to the higher power—that is, God. The nuns were
presented in Jansenist print as, in Choudhury’s words, “paragons of Christian virtue fighting off
the despotic grasp of an unruly upper clergy.”266
While nuns certainly offered a powerful model of resistance based on their outward
performance of submissiveness, women more generally could be turned into ideal model
informative readers on account of other traits that were coded as feminine. As we saw in the
previous chapter, the Jansenist appeal to public judgment was a broad appeal, based on an
understanding of the lowest common denominator of doctrine understood by the disinterested,
but pious faithful. While, as we shall see in more detail in Chapter 6, the women who engaged in
the debates surrounding Unigenitus hardly fit this model in reality, in much Jansenist print
designed to model reading and judgment, women were presented as pious, but relatively
ignorant, uneducated, and disinterested in political matters. As such, women stood in for the kind
of impartial judges that Vivian De La Borde imagined in Du Témoignage de la vérité—unbiased,
but capable of being informed and simply in need of information.
Much of the Jansenist print that called on readers to instruct themselves was addressed
explicitly to women. Jean Soanen’s 1739 letter on the reading of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques,
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for example, was addressed to women, who by reading the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, could
inform themselves on the Unigenitus controversy in order to make judgments about the contested
matters of faith.267 Similarly, the 1719 Lettre d’un ecclésiastique à une dame emphasized that the
lady in question had to read “to edify [herself] and to instruct [herself].”268 Other works, such as
the 1727 Questions importantes sur les matières du temps underscored that women had always
played a role as judges of doctrine, based on the fact that many women in the ancient Church
had received letters from Church Fathers, who respected their input and judgment.269 These
works presented women as capable readers and judges, but also as representative of the type of
uninformed readers most likely to benefit from instruction concerning both the underlying
theological matters in dispute and the wider context surrounding the controversy.
Women also made useful model readers because their relative lack of education was
thought to make them ideal addressees for works intended for the broadest possible
consumption, whether by other women, uneducated men, or children. A misogynist logic
stipulated that, if a woman could understand the argument of a text, even with her lack of formal
education, then anyone could. This logic was on display in the 1719 Second entretien de
Christine et de Pélagie, a work that was written explicitly for an uneducated and uninitiated
audience as distinguished from the group of savants, the work suggested, usually targeted in
works of theology or works on religious controversy. The avertissement stated that because the
work “was given precisely for the common people of the country and particularly for the sex,” that
is, for women, “we believed that we must also leave it in its natural simplicity, for it to be better
understood, and for it to serve as an antidote to certain seditious writings and feuilles volantes.”270
Its content then held up Christine and Pélagie as two model discussants and readers within the
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Unigenitus controversy, as Christine instructed Pélagie on her duties with regard to the Bull.
When Christine discussed the need for women to inform themselves concerning the Bull, she
stated that she had read Unigenitus multiple times, continuing, “it is addressed to all the faithful;
are there nothing but men in that number?” She stated that the pro-Unigenitus side desired that
they remain in ignorance so that they would remain malleable, and in addition to reading the Bull
itself, she demanded that Pélagie, and the other female and non-female readers who were
supposed to follow her example, read the Gazette de Hollande—a generic name that could have
been used to refer to any number of papers coming from the Low Countries that Jansenists used
to get out their arguments prior to the publication of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques starting in
1728—each week to keep themselves informed on the contestations.271 Female readers,
standing in for all less-educated readers, were thus not only to be meditative readers of books of
piety, but were also to be readers of history, books of controversy, and, above all, the news.
In the last instance, women also made good model informative readers because of their
supposed disinterestedness. This notion in Jansenist thought dated back at least to Quesnel’s
Réflexions morales, and it was condemned as the eighty-third proposition of Unigenitus.
Commenting upon John 4:26, Quesnel wrote that “it is an illusion to imagine that the knowledge
of the mysteries of religion should not be communicated to this sex [women] by the reading of the
Holy Books, [….] It is not from the simplicity of women, but from the proud knowledge of men that
the abuse of Scripture has come and from which heresies are born.”272 This proposition, which
was often highlighted in anti-Unigenitus print, was used to contrast female reading as distinct
from and preferable to the kind of reading in which interested parties, notably the Assembly of the
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Clergy, engaged to justify Unigenitus, which was supposed to be manifestly unjust. In the
Entretiens d’un Jésuite avec une dame, au sujet de la constitution Unigenitus, this logic was
carried even further, as the female reader of Unigenitus and other works that were produced to
frame its interpretation was presented as not only more pious and knowledgeable than her Jesuit
interlocutor, but also as a kind of spiritual guide for him and, more importantly, other readers of
this text.273 Hers was an example of reading as resistance and rebellion.
The female reader in the Entretiens d’un Jésuite avec une dame, au sujet de la
constitution Unigenitus modeled an open and direct resistance to ecclesiastical authority and
presented an ideal type for the Jansenist reader and member of the Jansenist public. In taking
the form of a question-and-answer pamphlet, it played on the form of a catechism, meant to be
read aloud and more easily memorized by those who read it or heard it read. But it inverted the
traditional roles of the clergy and the laity. In it, the young woman instructs the priest on true
religion, not vice-versa. Furthermore, the testimony of the young woman elaborates how she had
come to her decision and how her decision came to be affirmed and reaffirmed daily. She attests
to the fact that reading the Bull alone is enough to discredit it; nevertheless, she still tells
contemporary readers that she continues to inform herself by reading prefaces that discuss the
Bull’s effects and by keeping up with the daily news, which gives her “new reasons and new
strength not to submit to the Bull.” In her reading, the meaning of the Bull is also inverted. The
101 propositions extracted from Quesnel’s Réflexions morales are not so many heretical
utterances, but are instead the very articles of the Catholic faith.274
While this interaction is fictional, it describes a scenario that Jansenist printing efforts in
the wake of the Bull had made possible in reality since 1714 and with increasing ease after 1728.
On 20 March 1718, for instance, two real-life sisters from Nantes, Jeanne and Françoise
Fougeray, wrote to Pasquier Quesnel himself about the pain that the persecution of the
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Réflexions morales had caused them and the actions that they had taken in response to the Bull.
According to their letter, they had read all of Quesnel’s justifications of the Réflexions morales,
“which instructed [them] on the depths of [his] great affair.” They had copied out the 101
propositions “in their entirety as they are in the Réflexions morales” to instruct themselves about
everything with regard to the Constitution. Then, when their grand vicar came to visit them,
demanding that they accept the Constitution, they were “by the mercy of God too well-informed.
[They] resisted in the face of a priest who spoke to [them] himself,” telling them that they “knew
too much for girls,” to which they responded, “if the Pope is deceived, one cannot deceive
oneself. Obeying the head of the Church, we tell him then that we would rather obey God than
men.”275
The notion that female readers were at the center of Jansenist resistance to Unigenitus
was so widespread that it even made its way into Montesquieu’s 1721 Lettres persanes. In his
twenty-fourth letter, Montesquieu, writing as Rica, contrasted the overly credulous king, who
believed and submitted to everything that the pope demanded of him in Unigenitus, with some of
his subjects who “rebelled, and said that they refused to believe anything in the document.” He
continued, “[t]he instigators of this revolt, which has split the court, the whole kingdom, and every
family, are women. The Constitution forbids them to read a book which all the Christians say was
brought down to them from Heaven: it is really their Koran. The women, indignant at this insult to
their sex, have started a whole movement against the Constitution. They have put the men, who
in this case do not want to be privileged, on their side.”276 In essence, women were at the head

275
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of a revolt that included many men taking a position against the king and the Church simply
because they were not being allowed to read the Bible.
While Jansenist authors presented women as the ideal type of informative reader
because, starting from ignorance, they could model learning; being uneducated, works targeted
at them could be consumed by anyone; and being disinterested, their views were less likely to be
influenced by the political implications of holding such opinions, the Jansenists’ opponents saw
female readers as the worst and most dangerous kinds of readers and accused Jansenist authors
of attempting to seduce women by flattering them. Just as critics of the Moderns and of novel
readers during the Quarrel of the Ancients and the Moderns feared the “feminization of French
taste,” critics of the Jansenists feared the feminization of theology.277 In a manuscript critique of
the Hexaples and the Constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques et des notes, written in the
mid-to-late 1720s, the author criticized the fact that the Hexaples were written entirely in French
and were thus intended “for women or for men who did not know Latin.” He asked, “do the
Jansenists not recognize for judges of faith but women and people who have not studied?”
According to the critic, the Hexaples and, especially, the shorter La constitution Unigenitus, avec
des remarques et des notes were written for these audiences because, being ignorant and
relatively uneducated, they were more likely to be seduced by the faulty reasoning of Jansenist
authors.278
The notion that women were easier to flatter and to seduce was widespread in proUnigenitus works, with many works taking up the eighty-third proposition of Unigenitus as their
starting point. In his 1730 Instruction pastorale sur L’Eglise, par demandes et par reponses,
Jacques-Charles-Alexandre Lallement, Bishop of Sées, noted that if it was “the proud knowledge
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of men” that “produced heresies,” it was the “overly credulous simplicity of women” that “spread
them.” He continued with a direct attack on Quesnel’s and the Jansenists’ methods, stating, “it is
to engage [women] to spread about his errors that Quesnel pays court to a sex that flattery
renders still easier to be seduced.”279 The Jansenists were in this way presented as seducers,
who sought to forward their heresies by misleading their readers, especially women, but also the
other uneducated and uninitiated readers for whom female readers stood in. In essence,
Lallement attempted to turn the Jansenists’ own tactics against them, by suggesting that
Jansenist authors, interested in supporting their own cause, exploited the credulity of the simple
faithful out of self-interest.
While Jansenist authors were presented in these sources as ill-intentioned, their readers,
these sources suggested, could fall victim to their rogueries with the utmost sincere desire to do
right. As Jean-Joseph Languet de Gergy, Bishop of Soissons, argued in his 1719 Second
avertissement de Mgr l’évêque de Soissons, there were always seducers and those only too
ready to be seduced whose “own uprightness and a certain love for the truth” could lead them to
believe manifest falsehood as truth.280 This line of argument concerning the danger of female
readers was so popular that it even made its way into a satirical play, Guillaume-Hyacinthe
Bougeant’s 1731 La Femme docteur ou la Théologie tombée en quenouille. As its title suggested,
the play poked fun at a long-extant trope concerning female reading and especially female Bible
reading that, as one pro-Unigenitus pamphlet from 1715 put it, “each woman, understanding
Scripture differently, will make a particular Religion.”281 The women in the play were avid readers
of the repetitive Jansenist œuvre, including the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques. Echoing the woman in
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the Entretiens d’un Jésuite avec une dame, au sujet de la constitution Unigenitus, whom the
Jansenists had held up as a model reader, capable of instructing her own priest, the female
characters in the play had been so flattered by Jansenist appeals to their judgment that they had
proposed publishing the minutes of their theological meetings as “A collection of theological
dissertations on the most difficult points of Religion, to facilitate the understanding of Doctors, &
to serve as a guideline for the Bishops in their decisions.” Nevertheless, the play concludes with
the women recognizing that they have been seduced by flattery and by a false outward piety on
the part of the Jansenists. Having learned their lesson, they return to obedience to the Church
hierarchy.282 Theirs became an example of how seduced women and ordinary readers, more
generally, could return to the fold by submitting to the Church and abandoning their heretical,
misleading, and dangerous texts. While there was thus a path to redemption, these texts evinced
an anxiety on the part of the Jansenists’ opponents concerning the Jansenist desire to inform
readers, and this anxiety was heightened by who these readers were thought to be.
Informing Oneself
Prior to Unigenitus, works such as the Réflexions morales were meant to constitute entire
libraries, and the readers who encountered such books were meant to read them meditatively as
prompts to self-reflection and aids in the elevation of their thoughts to God. When the Réflexions
morales was condemned, the condemnation stated that it was “for all of the faithful,” and
Jansenist authors made sure that the faithful had access to the condemnation by publishing
countless editions of Unigenitus themselves, while also demanding that readers examine for
themselves whether the propositions condemned in the Bull were orthodox. While readers were
supposed to use their common sense to evaluate the propositions, they were also presented with
a wealth of other information to aid their judgments. These texts included textual parallels, in
which the text of the propositions was displayed alongside excerpts from scripture and the
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writings of the Church Fathers, and commentaries, in which the propositions were printed with
justificatory remarks. Such forms, which required readers to cross-reference and read multiple
texts at the same time, checking Unigenitus against the Réflexions morales, for instance, worked
to invert the meaning of the Bull, making the propositions, which the Vatican, the Gallican Church,
and the monarchy collectively denounced as everything up to heretical, into the very articles of
the Catholic faith. Such sources thus played a role in indoctrinating readers into a truly and, in
some instances, avowedly Jansenist form of Catholicism.
In addition, while Jansenist authors did try to win their battle on theological grounds, they
also recognized that shaping readers’ perceptions of the context surrounding the dispute was
equally important. To this end, they produced histories of the Bull and, most importantly, the
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, which sought less to instruct readers about points of theological
doctrine that they should know than to provide readers with a view of how political and doctrinal
decision-making in the real world worked. In sources such as these, decisions, even those
concerning divine matters, were made to look like the consequences of corrupt politics and
personal interests. To understand the propositions themselves and how trusted authorities could
condemn them, one had to understand how these authorities came to their decisions, and the
lesson worked to make those authorities less and less trustworthy. These lessons also provided
readers with a set of assumptions that they could use to form pretextual judgments concerning
unfamiliar matters that would arise in the future. Alongside all of these sources, Jansenist
polemicists in the wake of Unigenitus exhorted readers to inform themselves about the
controversy and modeled ways of reading to help readers to do so.
Still, even though Jansenist authors called on readers to practice informative reading and
while, as we shall see in Chapter 6, readers in the controversy heeded this call, it is important to
recognize that the rise of informative reading did not mean the end of meditative reading.
Readers continued to meditate upon what they read, and they continued to read books of piety,
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such as Quesnel’s Réflexions morales.283 It is also important to recognize that informative reading
is distinct from the extensive reading practice, which Rolf Engelsing identified many years ago, as
bringing about a “reading revolution” in eighteenth-century Europe. Engelsing traced how, in late
eighteenth-century Germany, the intensive reading that was the dominant reading practice in
Europe in the centuries before the eighteenth gave way to extensive reading, as readers came in
contact with more books and were driven to read more, and more superficially, by a desire for a
range of information and for entertainment.284 Other scholars have shown that this model broadly
works for the rest of Europe and North America.285
But even though Jansenist print was certainly meant to inform and to entertain so that
readers’ attention was maintained over the course of the long controversy, the informative
reading practice prescribed by Jansenist authors could not be considered either intensive or
extensive. It was, instead, a mix of both forms of reading. Readers were confronted with a wide
array of new materials and many more texts than they had been in the past, but their reading was
not aimless. While curiosity was exploited by Jansenist authors, readers were meant to consume
books with the goal of educating themselves. To this end, they read extensively to develop
intensive knowledge of particular works, in this case, the Réflexions morales and Unigenitus, and
the context in which these works were received. The ideal type of reading prescribed by
Jansenist authors was not designed to expose readers to a multitude of new ideas—this was the
kind of curious reading Quesnel had opposed to meditative reading in the preface to the
Réflexions morales and the type of reading most akin to Engelsing’s extensive reading. Instead,
Jansenists authors hoped to provide readers with a constant and steady diet of broadly similar
information that would entrench them in their beliefs against the Bull. These readers were not
meant to be consumers of natural philosophy, history, and belles lettres, but were instead
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supposed to consume the weekly paper and a series of texts that repeated the same basic tropes
about Jesuit plotting and corrupt personal politics within the episcopacy and at the courts of
Versailles and Rome. Informative reading was thus a form of highly partisan, religious, and
ultimately political reading intended to create the appearance of wide agreement and consent.
The Jansenist call for readers to practice informative reading, the sources they used to popularize
this call, and the print they used to model this type of reading helped to bring about a more
general “reading revolution” in France, and in this French case, this revolution traced its origins,
at least in part, to Catholic controversy.

120

CHAPTER 4: Diabolical Forms and Peddler Priests

One night in April 1730, Marie-Angelique Moreau, the widow of an illicit Jansenist printer, and her
sister, Marie-Madelaine Moreau, posted manuscript placards against Unigenitus in the Tuileries
gardens, just in front of the Palais du Louvre in Paris. In total, there were seven or eight placards,
large broadside sheets, upon which Marie-Madelaine had scrawled a rather subversive message:
“Long live the King. The Constitution puts the crown of the King in danger, and those who wish
that we submit to that decree are infidels and the greatest enemies of the prince.”286 The
message clearly articulated a potent critique of the Constitution Unigenitus’ ninetieth and ninetyfirst propositions, which discussed the papal power of excommunication. Even though Louis XV
had officially made the Bull Unigenitus a law of Church and state less than a month earlier, the
placard positioned opponents of the Bull as defenders of the king’s true interest even when he did
not recognize it himself. If the pope had an absolute power to excommunicate anyone, including
kings, then the king was in danger of being deposed and assassinated, as Henry IV had been in
1610.287
In spite of this supposedly pro-monarchy message, the two women were arrested on 30
April 1730 and brought to the Bastille, where they were interrogated. When asked who had
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written the placards, Marie-Madelaine admitted that she had written them in the sense that the
pen was hers. But she also declared that she was only copying an original text that was written by
a young man whose identity she would not reveal. Both she and her sister explained that the
young man’s name was irrelevant, and they attempted to disperse responsibility for the placards
away from themselves and from the anonymous young man alike. Marie-Madelaine argued that
the placards said nothing that the magistrates of the parlement of Paris had not already said, and
Marie-Angelique conceded that, while she and her sister had acted on account of a “poorly
directed and misunderstood […] devotion,” the statement that they had reproduced and spread
about “had come to them through an infinite amount of popular discourse that we vaguely
understood.”288
For the police tasked with keeping tabs on public sentiment and maintaining public order,
the problem with the placards was not just their message, but the highly accessible way in which
the posters spread this message. The placards were the product and an example of the multiple
media in which Jansenist polemics circulated. In the first instance, the placards themselves were
manuscript broadsides, intended for public consumption. They were also the product of a whole
range of communications. The material upon which they were based was first spoken in the
courts of the parlement of Paris and in the Parisian streets. The message of the placards was
then written down, ostensibly originally by the unnamed young man, given to Marie-Madelaine to
copy, and posted publicly by the two sisters. The location at which the placards were posted was
not inconsequential. Yes, the Tuileries was a public space, destined to get the kind of foot traffic
necessary to spread the message. It was also a prime location for a range of other illicit activities.
But the gardens were also right in front of the Louvre. Even if Louis XV’s court had already
returned to Versailles by the 1730 posting of the placards, the palace remained a seat and
symbol of royal power in Paris. Their posting was thus potentially an affront to that power even if
framed as a defense of it. The hope was that the seven or eight placards would elicit still more
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talk and more texts on the injustice of the Constitution, and indeed they had this effect. The
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques and the Gazette de Hollande reported on the sisters’ arrest, with the
author of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, decrying the “Gazetier de Hollande” for “his usual
inexactitude.” The Nouvelles argued that the placards were “the effect of a good zeal,” even if that
zeal was not discreet enough and could have been “better regulated,” and the Nouvelles copied
the text of the placards into the paper itself, spreading their message still further.289 While the
sisters were released in less than a month, signaling that their crime was perhaps not taken too
seriously by the authorities or that they had powerful protectors, the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques
attempted to turn a mole hill into a mountain in its reporting on the affair.
Still, the placards were only one part of the multi-media Jansenist campaign to combat
the Papal Bull Unigenitus that saturated the French reading market and information sphere of the
first half of the eighteenth century. In the first edition of his Bibliothèque janséniste, ou Catalogue
alphabétique des principaux livres jansénistes ou suspects de jansénisme, printed in 1722, the
Jesuit Dominique de Colonia described a France “inundated, today more than ever, with a mass
of books each more dangerous than the next,” and he continued, stating that the “Quesnellistes,”
another pejorative used to describe the Jansenists, “do not content themselves with inundating
France with their books, […] but following the example of Luther, they arm themselves with
everything and put to use even engravings, almanacs, and foreign gazettes to corrupt the faith of
the faithful.”290 To be sure, Colonia was troubled by the content of Jansenist works. He saw the
wide variety of forms, including newspapers, books of piety, libels, song books, necrologies, and
many others, as being imbued with the same pernicious doctrine, which he thought to be based
on the maxims of Saint-Cyran and Jansen, filled with lies and artifices about defending the truth,
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and boiling over with unjust attacks on their enemies, above all, his own order, the Jesuits.
However, it was not only the content of these works that bothered him, but their forms and
formats. Colonia and a host of other commentators, including both Jansenists and their
opponents, believed sources such as these vulgarized the theological disputes surrounding
Unigenitus and were more capable of having an outsized impact on ordinary readers and even
the illiterate.
While, since the pioneering work of D.F. McKenzie, book historians have repeatedly
stated that “forms effect meaning,” the idea that the forms and formats in which texts circulated
impacted their reception and interpretation was not actually new when McKenzie published his
work. It was certainly evident to authors, printers, and book-trade regulators in the eighteenth
century. 291 For contemporaries of the Unigenitus controversies, form and format had relatively
precise meanings, which we will employ here, if in slightly expanded senses. The 1694
Dictionnaire de l’Académie française defined “form” in Aristotelian terms as “the manner of being
of a thing.” The definition drew a contrast between “the matter and the form,” noting that the same
matter could take many different forms.292 In the world of texts, this notion corresponded
essentially to the mise-en-page or layout of the integral text, to the paratexts that framed it, and
even to particularities of genre.293 It was thus not uncommon to read commentators speaking of
texts appearing in the “form of a note,” “marginal annotations,” “news,” “an almanac,” “a
conversation,” “a dialogue,” “a letter,” or “a catechism.” The form of the text was simply the way in
which it was presented to the reader, and as the definition noted, it was common for the same
text to appear in multiple forms, for example, in continuous prose or chopped into question-andanswer segments. Such distinct presentations, as Roger Chartier has noted above all in his
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pioneering work on the Bibliothèque bleue, often signaled editors’ intentions to present a given
text to distinct audiences.294 In the case of the Unigenitus controversy, while Jansenist authors
and editors sought to reach and convince the widest possible public, and while they thought of
this public, in many respects, as a unified reading and judging audience that composed the true
Church, these authors and editors were not unaware of the fact that some sources were better
suited to inform the relatively uneducated and uninitiated lay faithful than others. As such, they
often packaged works in multiple forms to reach different audiences within the larger public.
Format, on the other hand, was given a formal definition in the Dictionnaire de l’Académie
française only in 1762, even if the word was in use before then, as “a term of the book trade,”
meaning: “[t]hat which a volume has in height and width.”295 It could be used to describe physical
aspects of the book that corresponded roughly to its size and to how the sheets used to make a
text were folded or not. Was the text in folio, quarto, octavo, duodecimo, or a smaller format?
Was it a broadside or a feuille volante? Format could also be used to denote other physical
aspects of the book, notably, how it was made—was it printed or hand-written—how it was
circulated—was it bound, was it alone in its binding or in a collection, or was it in leaves? Taken
together, then, the terms form and format were used and will be used here as distinct, though
closely related, ways to describe the material aspects of a text.
In their totality, all of the polemical works produced by the Jansenists, in the wide variety
of forms and formats in which they were packaged, responded to and helped to create a new
reality, namely, the opening up of judgment to a wide and diverse public. As we saw in the last
chapter, the movement of theological, ecclesiological, and what would come to be political debate
from the university, the parlementary courts, and the royal court into the public sphere, above all
in the 1720s and 1730s, transformed the nature of these debates in terms of their content. Just as
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there were certain types of content that were thought to be more capable of shaping the
sentiments of a less-initiated and less-educated audience, there were also different forms and
formats of texts thought to be more accessible to and more capable of convincing a broad public,
often divided into distinct reading audiences based on competencies and knowledge. Jansenist
authors, their opponents, and their regulators variously recognized that different forms and
formats had different uses, could better target different audiences, and employed different means
of establishing their own credibility before readers and auditors.296 As the Jansenists justified their
appeal to public judgment by arguing that the simple faithful were judges of truth in times of
religious strife, they also employed a wide range of sources to do so. With such a public
campaign, they saw no problem targeting polemical works at a very broad audience by
eighteenth-century standards.
Their opponents, however, were placed in a more complicated situation. Unlike the
Jansenists, pro-Unigenitus bishops, the Jesuits, and their allies in the Church and French
monarchy did not believe that the public had either the capacity or the authority to judge matters
of Church and state. Nevertheless, they too produced polemical works in small formats, popular
forms, and targeted at broad audiences. But they did so only begrudgingly. There was a tension
at the heart of the pro-Unigenitus effort. Pro-Unigenitus forces among the Jesuits, in the
episcopacy, and within the royal administration did not want to cede the public sphere of print
entirely to the Jansenists, but they also did not wish to legitimize the “tribunal du Public,” which
they feared any appeal to the public would do in some measure. From the Unigenitus
controversies through the troubles set off by Jacques Necker’s 1781 Compte rendu au Roi and to
the outbreak of the French Revolution itself, this tension would plague the royal administration’s
efforts to justify its actions while insisting that there was, in fact, no need for justification, that
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politics, religious and otherwise, were still “le secret du Roi” and, therefore, not open to the public
eye, let alone the public’s judgment.297
All of the polemical production from both sides in the Unigenitus controversy led to much
discussion of not just the content of the works at the heart of the debate, but also of their forms
and formats and the readerships these forms and formats implied and invited. In the course of the
controversies, both sides hurled accusations that the other was attempting to “seduce” the simple
faithful, largely by employing popular forms and small formats to convey its arguments. The
combination of multiplying forms and formats, the many public ruminations upon how different
forms and formats shaped interpretation and public judgment, and the sheer amount of polemical
production ultimately worked to bring the debates over Unigenitus to a wide and diverse
audience. Additionally, the multiplication of forms and formats and the veritable avalanche of
different sorts of texts and non-textual media, all saying essentially the same thing, may have
contributed to making Jansenist polemics more effective. They did so by simply making Jansenist
narratives and intellectual frameworks appear to be more common and pervasive than they
perhaps were. Finally, this multi-media campaign helps to illustrate, in France, a key finding of
both Harold Love and Fernando Bouza writing about England and Spain, respectively—namely,
that there never was such a thing as a discrete “print culture.” All people living in early eighteenthcentury France, whether literate or illiterate, lived in a world informed by a combination of texts,
images, the spoken (and sometimes the sung) word, gestures, and even miracles. Furthermore,
rather than one medium drowning out the others, they worked together to create a general
expansion of communication and information in early eighteenth-century France. 298 This
expansion of communication helped to create the conditions for public judgment to emerge as an
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authoritative force in French public life, and the emergence of public judgment as an authoritative
force in French public life also led to a further expansion of communication. This expansion of
communication also enabled the shift from meditative to informative reading, which drew, as we
shall see, not only on the reading of more texts, but also on the viewing of images, the singing of
songs, and the telling of jokes.
The Forms and Formats of Jansenist Polemic
Jansenist polemical works came in a wide variety of forms. Continuous texts, broken up into
chapters, such as Du Témoignage de la vérité, were common for certain polemical works.299
Others, such as the La constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques et des notes, appeared as
marginal commentaries on a base text—in this case, the Bull Unigenitus itself.300 The questionand-answer form, which mimicked that of a catechism, making it well-suited for reading aloud and
for memorization, was extremely popular among Jansenist polemicists, leading to such works as
the Entretiens du prestre Eusebe et de l’avocat Theophile, the Nouveau catéchisme, dressé sur
la doctrine & les expressions de la constitution Unigenitus, en faveur de ceux qui se soumettent à
cette bulle or the Catechisme sur l’Église pour les temps de trouble.301 Others in this form,
notably the Entretiens d’un Jésuite avec une dame, au sujet de la constitution Unigenitus,
subverted the normal relationship established by a catechism by having the female parishioner
instruct the priest, rather than vice-versa.302 Other Jansenist works, such as the Abrégé
chronologique des principaux evenemens qui ont précédé la Constitution Unigenitus, & qui y ont
donné lieu, ou qui en sont les suites and the Calendrier ecclesiastique, were given the form of
almanacs, providing a text that could be read on each day of the year, usually an historical
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anecdote relative to Jansenist persecution or an uplifting meditation on scripture.303 In addition to
these printed sources, there was also the weekly printed newssheet, the Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques, which brought weekly examples of Jansenist persecution and triumph in the face
of that persecution to a large number of readers.304 Finally, a range of other forms, including
songs, poems, sermons, board games, and even miracles, which in the understanding of many
Jansenists functioned as a kind of polemical work, became extremely common means by which
Jansenist polemicists attempted to reach and convince their audiences of the justice of their
cause.305
Printed works of Jansenist polemic circulated in a wide variety of formats. While
Jansenist books and pamphlets tended to be published in small formats, including octavo,
duodecimo, and even smaller formats, it was not uncommon for Jansenist printers to continue
also to produce larger-format works, especially ones designed for certain memorial ends, such as
Montgeron’s 1737 large-format quarto La vérité des miracles opérés par l’intercession de M. de
Pâris and Gabriel-Nicolas Nivelle’s 1757 three-volume folio La Constitution Unigenitus déférée à
l’Église universelle ou Recueil général des actes d’appel.306 A large quantity of Jansenist polemic,
perhaps the majority in volume, was printed as feuilles volantes, works composed of one,
sometimes, folded sheet or half-sheet. This category was especially prominent because of the
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, which most commonly circulated as a single, folded quarto half-sheet.
Placards, broadsides, and engravings were also common.307 Further, while print was certainly the
dominant mode employed by Jansenists to reach their target audiences, manuscripts, whether

303

[Le Gros], Abrégé chronologique des principaux evenemens qui ont précédé la Constitution Unigenitus, & qui y ont
donné lieu, ou qui en sont les suites (Utrecht, 1730); [Le Gros], Le Calendrier ecclesiastique pour l’année bissexile M
DCC XXXVI (Utrecht, 1736).
304
NE.
305
For an example of printed songs and poems, see Recueil de poësies de différens auteurs faites au sujet de la
Constitution de N.S.P. le Pape portant condamnation des Réflexions du Père Quesnel sur le Nouveau Testament (s.l.,
1714); for examples of sermons, see notes taken by a police spy in AB 10619, 12-13, 14-19; for an example of a
boardgame, see “Le Jeu de la Constitution.” BSPR, boîte 10, es. 1229; Louis Basile Carré de Montgeron, La verité des
miracles opérés par l’intercession de M. de Pâris, demontrée contre M. l’archevêque de Sens. (Utrecht, 1737).
306
Montgeron, La verité des miracles; [Nivelle], La Constitution Unigenitus déférée à l’Église universelle.
307
For evidence of the use of placards and broadsides, see AB 11083; and the 10 boxes of engravings housed at the
Bibliothèque de la Société de Port-Royal.

129

copied from printed works or written in their own right for manuscript circulation, or as aids to
print, were also produced in large numbers.308
Nevertheless, it is important to recognize that there was not necessarily a strict
relationship between certain kinds of texts and certain kinds of forms and formats. In the first
place, many texts traveled in different forms that were intended for different uses and different
audiences.309 For example, Guillaume Amable Dusaussoy’s La Vérité rendue sensible à tout le
monde, which was originally printed in 1719 as a relatively continuous text with only chapter and
subject section breaks, was put into a question-and-answer form by Joachim Damoreau in 1720,
giving a text already aimed at a broad audience an even broader possible appeal through the
form in which it was repackaged.310 Similarly, a formal pastoral instruction written by Jean
Soanen, the Jansenist Bishop of Senez, was also published as a catechism in 1728.311 Editorial
interventions like these helped texts to reach more readers both by providing more copies of them
and by using publishing formulas to produce copies thought to be more capable of being used by
different readers. This meant not only rendering the text accessible through a familiar
presentation, but also often making it cheaper and more portable.
Various forms also traveled in different formats. The song Les 101 propositions
condamnées par la Constitution sur l’air O reguingué, o lon lan la, for instance, circulated in both
print and manuscript forms. And, because it was a song, we can assume that it was also shared
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and transmitted further by being sung.312 The Nouvelles ecclésiastiques provide yet another
interesting example in that it circulated as independent, weekly newssheets, but also, beginning
in 1735, as a collection of newssheets, reprinted with continuous pagination in the form of a large,
quarto codex.313 Other readers and collectors were encouraged to make their own collections of
the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, when in 1731, Jansenists began to print engraved frontispieces at
the end of each year, designed to be placed at the front of one’s annual collection of Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques before they were bound together.314 Even miracles came in different forms and
formats. While they were initially observed by eyewitnesses in places such as the cemetery of St.
Médard in Paris, accounts of these marvels quickly found their way into print in a wide variety of
forms and formats, as the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques reported on them, and other works, such as
Montgeron’s, described them in text and in image.315
Jansenist authors justified their use of all these forms and formats by claiming that God
desired that all the faithful be instructed on matters essential to their salvation, that certain forms
and formats were more capable of instructing “the people” or “the simple faithful,” than others,
and that the truth was the truth, no matter how it was packaged.316 As Nicolas Le Gros made
clear in his 1724 Entretiens du prestre Eusebe et de l’avocat Theophile, Jansenist authors and
the Jansenist public itself had a duty to instruct all, including laymen, women, children, domestic
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servants, and peasants, about the injustice of Unigenitus and to warn them against the seductive
efforts of those in favor of the Bull, who used their positions and titles to abuse the public trust.
The most effective means of instruction, according to Le Gros, were reading alone, reading aloud,
and conversation.317 The reading of the Entretiens, itself a question-and-answer, small-format
work that Le Gros compared to a catechism, was designed to instruct “the simplest” of the faithful,
that is to say the uneducated and uninitiated, and to encourage them to pursue other instruction
in other works because it was God’s will that readers, and in particular, lay readers, instruct
themselves.318 Already while the Assembly of the Clergy was in session in 1714, LaurentFrançois Boursier had elaborated an argument that justified the use of popular forms and formats
by stating that “the words, the books, [and] all means that [God uses] to transmit [the truth] to us
are like so many vessels filled with nourishment, and just as we should not love the poison of lies
because of the beauty of the vessel that contains it, also we should not reject the truth, which is
the food of our souls, however contemptable the vessel in which we find it is.”319 Jansenist
polemical works, because they were the defense of the truth, could thus take any form or format
whatsoever without degrading the truth itself. As the Jesuit critic Dominique de Colonia suggested
already in 1722 and with increasing urgency in later editions of his work, this multitude of forms
and formats conveyed basically a single message. But they were targeted at different audiences,
produced with different ends in mind, and relied on different mechanisms to reach and to shape
their audiences.320
***
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The Advantages of Popular Forms and Varied Formats
Jansenist polemicists, their opponents, and police informants shared a belief that certain forms
and formats were more capable of reaching broad and relatively less interested and educated
audiences than others. In 1721, for instance, the Jansenist priest Jacques-Joseph Duguet wrote
to Jean-Baptiste Le Sesne de Ménilles d’Étemare, another Jansenist polemicist associated with
the Parisian seminary of St. Magloire. The two were planning a response to the Bishop of
Soissons Jean-Joseph Languet de Gergy’s three Avertissements.321 Duguet instructed d’Étemare
to refute Languet de Gergy in a “work in many small tracts in the form of letters, wherein all would
be clear, easy, cheerful, and within the reach of the whole world.” Duguet continued on the
benefits of a small-format work, which was broken up into small sections to facilitate reading,
stating, “that would be a shorter and more general way of disabusing and instructing the public,
than a longer, more dogmatic, and more delayed work, however excellent in its genre.”322 In
Duguet’s telling, the popular form and the small format of the work made it more capable of
reaching a wide and diverse public, and it had the added advantage of enabling the work to be
produced more quickly, allowing the Jansenists to respond to the threat posed by Languet de
Gergy’s seductive Avertissements in a timely manner. Similarly, police reports on the seizure of
Jansenist works remarked on the material forms and formats of texts, referring to small formats
and lowly forms as being editions “to the benefit of the poor.”323 The notion that certain forms
were more capable of reaching and shaping a wide public was articulated powerfully by the Jesuit
Henri-Michel Sauvage, who, in reflecting on the Jansenists’ use of a wide variety of media, noted,
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“books cannot pervert all the world: the Jansenists have recourse to engraving, which are the
books of the ignorant.”324
Jansenist authors intended to make polemical works that were within the grasp, in both
an intellectual and material sense, of a wide and diverse audience. A “notice from the editor” at
the beginning of one Jansenist edition of Unigenitus from 1735, for instance, made clear that the
editors had decided to reprint and reuse an older preface, rather than write and print a new one
for their new edition of the Bull, to lower the cost of the edition and “in so doing engage persons
of piety to spread this Constitution with more abundance.” The editors explained further that they
had nothing in view but to please God and “to be useful to the poor” when they undertook to print
this work.325 The small format and correspondingly cheap price of Jansenist polemical works
even furnished material for biting jokes. In one dialogical work, a woman told her friend, “The
Constitution is worth still less than I have said to you, that is to say, one sol.” A later installment in
the series of pamphlets to which the work belonged explained the joke, stating disingenuously
that she did not mean to say that Unigenitus was worthless, but that on account of the small
formats in which it was sold, especially by the Jansenists themselves, the copies were
remarkably cheap.326 A preface to the Cantique spirituel sur la constitution Unigenitus, a song,
which rendered the contents of the Bull Unigenitus and the Jansenist argument against it into
memorable verse and which circulated in manuscript and in multiple print editions, stated that the
goal of the song was “to bring the ordinary faithful people and the most simple persons, even
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those without knowledge and without literacy, up to date on the contestations that shake the
Church, and to imprint, as much as possible, in their memory the truths that are today attacked in
the Church.”327 Another preface to a printed collection of anti-Unigenitus poems stated that “the
matter is equally interesting to the ignorant as to the learned,” as such, a book of poems, which
rendered information concerning Unigenitus not only accessible, but also amusing to all, was
clearly useful.328 Still, even more capable of influencing the public than songs, in the eyes of
Jansenist authors, were another form of communication: miracles and accounts of miracles.
Miracles as Communication
While it may seem odd to speak of miracles as a form of polemical communication parallel to
texts, some Jansenists did exactly that. In the most extreme example, the abbé Sartre, contrasted
the efficacy of miracles at convincing audiences to support the Jansenist cause with the efficacy
of texts in all forms. He argued that “our most able theologians” had long struggled “to obtain the
belief of the simple people” by means of “familiar writings” and “catechisms within the reach of the
simple.” In this sense, even the forms of writing thought most capable of instructing the common
lay faithful were largely ineffective in their efforts to instruct them concerning their religion and to
convince them of its truth. Writing’s relative impotence over the ideas and beliefs of the ordinary
faithful, he explained, was rooted in the fact that “we read little, ideas become muddled,” and “the
people are not capable of following extended reasoning, combatted with prejudice, but they are
very capable of opening their eyes to see and to support with obstinacy the truth of what they
have seen.” He concluded his remarks on the efficacy of miracles, stating, “the simple see it, and
in this point, the simple cannot be deceived, the book of facts, and consequently, of miracles, is a
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book as open to him as to the most learned doctor.”329 For the abbé, miracles were a kind of text
that did not require literacy to be understood, that were more transparent than written works, and
that came more clearly and directly from God than did any other form of proof or argument. As
such, they provided the strongest possible evidence in favor of the cause of the appellants and
against Unigenitus.
It was also not only the abbé Sartre who recognized miracles as a form of communication
in some ways similar to texts. When, on 29 January 1732, René Hérault closed the cemetery of
St. Médard, where the tomb of François de Pâris and the site of many of his miracles lay, the
Jansenists began to circulate a joke that took the form of a royal censorship decree, banning an
author from writing or publishing a work,
De Par le roi defense à Dieu
De faire miracles en ce lieu
[By order of the king, God is forbidden to work miracles in this place].330

Nevertheless, miracles could not stand alone. Just like texts, they required interpretation,
and Jansenist polemicists sought to frame their interpretations through the production of a wide
array of texts and images that explained to readers that François de Pâris was an appellant
against the Constitution and that miracles performed through his intercession or simply at his
tomb were performed by God as a divine argument against Unigenitus.331 In this sense, miracles
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were situated within a dense network of cross-referential media. In his address to the king, which
prefaced his 1737 La vérité des miracles opérés par l’intercession de M. de Pâris, itself a
massive, mixed-media work combining text and image to great effect, Louis Basile Carré de
Montgeron examined the relationship between miracles and the texts that certified, published,
and, like his, promoted them. Remarking that it was not the texts or the examinations that, in fact,
gave credit to the miracles, but the miracles as acts themselves, he noted that their publication in
other forms of media was, nonetheless, helpful in spreading knowledge about them and in
convincing skeptics.332 Miracles, like other base texts, could thus circulate in a wide variety of
forms and formats, including the printed word and the image. These forms made them accessible
to the multiple different audiences that composed the judging public. Just as Latin theological
polemic and dense, continuous argumentation, even in French, were not accessible to many
readers on account of their lack of knowledge of Latin or their supposed inadequate reading
competencies, miracles were inaccessible to those who did not witness them with their own eyes.
Nonetheless, like a Latin text translated into French or a dense continuous work broken up into
question-and-answer form, miracles could be given new forms as texts and images that rendered
them accessible to new audiences.
Still, even though miracles, packaged in a wide array of forms, were meant to provide the
strongest proof in favor of the anti-Unigenitus cause, they did not convince all. Montgeron
explained the powerful ways in which bias could lead one to accept obvious falsehood as truth
and to reject even the most self-evident of proofs in favor of a proposition that one is predisposed
to disbelieve.333 He noted that when we read books, “any proof, however weak it may be, seems
sufficient to us, when what it attests shocks none of our passions; and to the contrary, any proof,
however strong it could be, is not capable of vanquishing our defiance, as soon as it hurts any of
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our sentiments.” Montgeron continued by arguing that our minds follow our hearts, and that
because of this, even the power of miracles could be nullified as proof if one were predisposed
against what the miracles showed.334 It was, therefore, important to give credit, legitimacy, and
authority to Jansenist sources of information and to make them appear reliable before readers.
Accrediting New Sources of Information
Different forms and formats each relied on different sets of mechanisms to reach, to gain the trust
of, and to shape their prospective audiences.335 Some forms, such as the catechism or questionand-answer text, depended on reader associations with other texts in the genre and the authority
with which readers were supposed to treat those texts to establish their own legitimacy. We will
call this credit by generic affiliation. Readers accustomed to reading Catholic catechisms, for
example, may have been more likely to read a catechism discussing the Bull Unigenitus and to
take its arguments as authoritative because of their understanding of the authority of the genre
itself and of the role of the genre in education. The catechism, after all, was a text one was
supposed to learn by heart and believe. Another popular form, the parallel, in which contemporary
texts, such as the text of Unigenitus, were set alongside excerpts from other already authoritative
Catholic texts, worked to transfer the authority of those sources to the contemporary texts. Rather
than by generic affiliation, these texts used relationships to previously respected content to
demonstrate their own legitimacy. In this sense, forms such as the catechism and the parallel
attempted to transfer the trust that readers already had in those kinds of sources, because of their
forms or their contents, to new sources.
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The Nouvelles ecclésiastiques relied on a still different set of mechanisms connected to
form to establish trust with readers. While readers did not inherently or necessarily put much trust
in newssheets, they still took an interest in and relied on the information they carried.336 The
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques sought to gain the trust of readers by repurposing the form of the
newssheet for more explicitly narrative, polemical, and oppositional ends and by ensuring readers
that it, unlike other newssheets, told the unvarnished truth. The anonymous author of the 1767
Table raisonnée et alphabetique des Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, depuis 1728 jusqu’en 1760
inclusivement stated that the newssheet’s purpose was to provide readers with “a simple, short,
and exact account of the facts occasioned by the Bull.” 337 However, while the Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques took the traditional form of an early modern European printed newssheet, placing
stories in the order that they arrived at the correspondence desk with the name of the place from
which they came as a header, its editorial style would have been hardly recognizable within the
newssheet genre. The Nouvelles ecclésiastiques presented readers with a highly partisan,
intensely emotional, and frequently oppositional explanation of the stories it reported, which, in
Jean Le Rond d’Alembert’s characterization, amounted to nothing more than the adventures of
nuns, priests, monks, convulsionaries, appellants, and people who believed themselves to have
been cured of minor diseases by the intercession of François de Pâris.338 While it came in the
form of news, it was not written “in the style of news.” Instead, it blended elements found more
commonly in polemical pamphlets, partisan news books, books of martyrs, and political satires
than in traditional early modern newssheets. Somewhat ironically, the highly subjective manner in
which the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques editorialized and explicitly framed its stories as speaking
truth to power when power did not wish for the truth to be known, was thought by contemporaries
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to endow the newssheet with more trustworthiness than other early modern newssheets that
spoke in a less obviously partisan, more matter-of-fact style of reporting that was common in the
day.339 The Nouvelles ecclésiastiques worked to gain the trust of readers and apparently
successfully did gain the trust of readers by filling a niche that was largely vacant in eighteenthcentury France for partisan political news, especially about the business of the parlement of
Paris, and for information directly from Paris.340
Still another form of Jansenist print was a list of individuals and institutions for or against
a specific doctrine or document. The most significant of these lists published by the Jansenists
was an enumeration of appellants and reappellants published in 1720 in the wake of the royal
accommodation of 4 August 1720. The document contained the names of those who had
reappealed after being told explicitly not to in the royal declaration that was intended to end the
controversies over Unigenitus once and for all.341 The royal administration took this printed list as
a major affront. The naming of appellants, in the wake of a royal order not to appeal, amounted to
a direct, open, and avowed challenge to royal authority. The Paris police responded to this
challenge by arresting those on the list, interrogating them, and in some cases exiling them.342
Lists such as these circulated through the usual channels for Jansenist print and were sold by
peddlers.343 They were also sometimes attached to larger Jansenist polemical works that sought
to frame their interpretation.344 These lists helped to create the appearance of wide agreement
among the respectable people who signed them. Already in 1716, before the original appeal of
1717, and in the context of a series of retractions of the publication of Unigenitus by parish
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priests, one priest articulated the importance of lists and published retractions, arguing that with
each person who stood up publicly against Unigenitus, it became easier for others to do the
same.345 In this sense, to publish a list was to accredit the private thoughts of individuals and to
make it easier for them to make their own private judgments public.
The Varied Uses of Jansenist Polemics
At the same time, different forms and formats were thought to provide authors and printers with
different kinds of opportunities to spread Jansenist messaging to a broader and more diverse
reading public. Works such as catechisms, while they certainly could be read alone and in
silence, were also intended for group reading and for the instruction of children and those who
could not read. Some works explicitly instructed their audiences to read aloud their contents to
their families and their servants.346 Works such as these went beyond the page to use extant
social bonds and obligations to transfer additional authority and trust to the messages they
contained. Still others demanded different sorts of reading. Almanacs asked readers to read
information concerning the Bull incrementally, in a day-by-day fashion, keeping Unigenitus
constantly in their thoughts.347 Parallels demanded a kind of reading predicated on constant
cross-referencing. Printed and manuscript songs encouraged yet another set of practices. As the
preface to the Cantique spirituel made clear, it was hoped that songs would not only be able to
reach a potentially illiterate audience, informing its members about the contents of the Bull and
the nature of the dispute, but that they would act as aids to memory, making it easier for readers
and non-readers alike to commit their main arguments and the main points of Jansenist theology
to heart.348 Finally, smaller formats enabled more mobile reading and the passing around of
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books, not to mention the easier production, transportation, and smuggling of illicit Jansenist
works.
Many of these means of communication, as the preface to the Recueil de poësies made
clear, were not only intended to inform the public but also to entertain it, thus attracting and
securing a still larger audience.349 While twentieth- and twenty-first century media critics, such as
Neil Postman, have decried the ways in which information and entertainment have become
increasingly comingled, such dynamics would not have been foreign to eighteenth-century French
readers or those who sought to shape their readings.350 The Jansenists had a long history of
using entertainment to gain and keep the attention of readers while also attempting to persuade
them, nowhere more successfully than in Blaise Pascal’s Lettres provinciales, which first
appeared between 23 January 1656 and 24 March 1657. In the Lettres provinciales, Pascal
blended satire with reasoned polemic to inform, entertain, and convince his readers.351 Even
when producing La logique, essentially a textbook in logic, Antoine Arnauld and Pierre Nicole
were acutely aware of the need to entertain students in order to help them to retain the material
they were supposed to learn.352 Nevertheless, “infotainment,” to use Postman’s term, took
different forms in the eighteenth century and in the wake of Unigenitus than it had in the late
seventeenth. While satires continued to be popular among Jansenist writers, as they produced
satirical catechisms, songs, and pamphlets in abundance, satires could only appeal to an
audience with a relatively solid understanding of the matters at hand. As such, to broaden the
Jansenist appeal, in the pages of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques and in other sources, as we saw
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in the last chapter, Jansenist polemicists came increasingly to use direct messaging about
sensational events as a form of entertainment.353
Fears Associated with Diabolical Forms and Formats
The Jansenists’ opponents, among them Jesuits and the pro-Unigenitus episcopacy, were
preoccupied with the popular forms in which Jansenist works were packaged and the simple
multiplicity of forms in which these works were produced and circulated. Vivian De La Borde’s
1714 Du Témoignage de la vérité, for example, led to a series of reactions that focused as much
on the forms in which Jansenist polemics were packaged as their contents. La Borde’s book itself
presented authorities with a challenge in both form and content in that not only was the book
targeted at a wide audience, produced in a small format and readable form, and vulgarized
further through later excerpts and appropriations, but, as we have seen, its message was also
focused on eliciting the judgment of a wide and diverse public.354 In 1715, an assembly of the
clergy met to condemn Du Témoignage de la vérité alongside the Hexaples. It produced a
document, which was published in dioceses throughout France, that spoke in terms similar to
those that Dominique de Colonia would employ just a few years later in his Bibliothèque
janséniste. It described a France “filled more than ever with books bursting with the poison of [the
Jansenists’] errors to corrupt the faithful, to inspire in them contempt for the Holy See, to make
them, if it is possible, lose all respect and all submission, which is due to him, and to get them to

353 In 1721, the Jansenists produced a satirical catechism that outlined, in a comical tone, the doctrine that one would
have to believe if one accepted Unigenitus. Nouveau catéchisme, dressé sur la doctrine & les expressions de la
constitution Unigenitus, en faveur de ceux qui se soumettent à cette bulle (s.l., 1721); similarly, a popular song rendered
the propositions of Unigenitus into memorable verse accompanied with the refrain: “Clement le nie, & voilà comme/ on
prêche l’Evangile à Rome” or “on condamne les Saints à Rome.” Les cent-une propositions condamnées par la
constitution Unigenitus, avec leurs qualifications (Amsterdam, 1727); various pamphlets also satirized the Bull, such as
the undated Explication des cérémonies qui doivent être faites à l’enterrement de la bulle Unigenitus. Explication des
cérémonies qui doivent être faites à l’enterrement de la bulle Unigenitus (s.l., ca. 1713); the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques
frequently employed satire or were accused of employing it. For an example of this accusation, see Arrest de la cour du
Parlement, qui condamne plusieurs feüilles, intitulées: “Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, ou mémoires pour server à l’histoire de
la Constitution, &c.” à être lacerées & brûlées par l’executeur de la haute justice. du 9. fevrier 1731 (Paris, 1731), 5.
354
[La Borde], Du Témoignage de la vérité dans l’Eglise. (s.l., 1714), 27-28, 93-94, 97, 172-173, 202, 219, 222, 316-318;
in his 1735 “Premier discours sur les Nouvelles ecclésiastiques,” Nicolas Le Gros made liberal use of the arguments of La
Borde in Du Témoignage de la vérité to argue on behalf of the tribunal of public. [Le Gros], “Premier discours sur les
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques [1735],” in Discours sur les Nouvelles ecclésiastiques (s.l., 1748); elsewhere, countless
prefaces to Jansenist editions of Unigenitus popularized these arguments. See Chapter 3.

143

revolt against their own pastors.” The ultimate effect of this inundation, according to the bishops,
was that it “inspired in the people a spirit of independence in matters of faith.”355
The Jesuit historian and polemicist Gabriel Daniel spelled out this criticism of the forms
Jansenists gave to their polemical works even more clearly in his own 1715 Examen du livre
intitulé: Du Témoignage de la vérité dans l’Église. Somewhat ironically, Daniel’s book, which
railed against the vulgarization of theological debate in form and content, was produced in the
form of short letters and employed a dialogical narrative style designed to reach and convince
ordinary people that the arguments of Du Témoignage de la vérité were misleading. In the book’s
second letter, Daniel criticized La Borde for perversely reversing the proper order in which
doctrinal decisions should be made and by which doctrine should be known by requiring pastors
to listen to the faithful, rather than vice-versa. Daniel condemned, in particular, La Borde’s notion
of the “cry of the faithful,” which La Borde equated with “the voice of the people.” Daniel believed
that La Borde’s justification of the “cry of the faithful” as an authoritative witness, if not judge, of
Church doctrine led the faithful to abandon “the docility and submission” that was proper to their
position, believing that they had “the right to oppose by their clamors that which shocked their
previously held ideas.”356
While letters one through four attacked La Borde’s ecclesiology and the idea of “the cry of
the faithful,” the fifth letter examined the role that Jansenist polemical works played in the spread
and rise of that “cry.” The letter began with a fictional friend, who was a Jansenist “less by mind
than by heart,” taking the narrator to various locations throughout Paris to show him that the
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“Les Novateurs remplirent plus que jamais toute la France de Livres empoissonez de leurs erreurs pour corrompre les
Fidèles, leur inspirer le mépris du S. Siege, leur faire perdre s’il étoit possible tout le respect & toute la soûmission qui lui
sont dûs, & les revolter contre leurs propres Pasteurs [….] inspire aux Peuples l’esprit d’indépendence en matière de foy.”
For examples of episcopal publications of the condemnation, see Forbin-Janson, Mandement de Monseigneur
L’Archevêque d’Arles, sur la publication des censures de quelques livres, faites par l’assemblée générale du clergé de
France, tenue à Paris en 1715 (Arles, 1716); Mandement de Monseigneur l’Evêque de Nantes, portant condamnation du
livre intitulé Les Hexaples ou Les six colomnes sur la constitution Unigenitus, & de celui qui a pour titre Du Témoignage
de la vérité dans l’Eglise. (Nantes, 1716) ; for the parlement of Paris’ condemnation of Du Témoignage de la vérité, which
condemned the book along the same lines, see Arrest de la cour de Parlement, Qui ordonne la suppression d’un libelle
ayant pour titre, Du Témoignage de la verité dans l’Eglise, &c. Du 21. Fevrier 1715 (Paris, 1715).
356
“Docilité & soumission, mais le droit de s’opposer leurs clameurs à ce qui choque leurs idées.” [Gabriel Daniel],
Examen du livre intitulé: Du Témoignage de la vérité dans l’Église. &c. addressé à l’auteur du livre par le P. D. J. (Paris,
1715), 31-34.
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“voice of the faithful and cry of the Church” was against Unigenitus. In the first house that they
walked into, they found a “lively conversation about the Constitution,” with “some people
defending it [and] others attacking the Pope with a kind of fury.” In this house, there was no
mention of the sources that inspired or informed the debaters, but there was, in fact, a debate in
which both sides were represented. In the next house, that of a homme d’esprit, who only had a
mediocre grasp of the disputes, but who read everything “good and bad” that was written
concerning them, they found a group reading “a new satire against the Constitution, but the most
violent. After that reading, each person put their hands in their pockets, and furnished again and
again their part on the same subject.” The scene depicted was one of group reading and, in
particular, of group reading of small satirical pieces written against the Bull, small enough to fit in
the pockets of each guest and numerous enough that each guest had his or her own collection. In
the third and final house, that of a fine lady, they found “a hardly believable scene.” The lady and
her two daughters were singing “songs about the Pope, about the Constitution, about the
Assembly of the Clergy,” in which all were harangued. It was at this final house that the narrator’s
friend turned to him to say that in all three different locations that they had visited, they had
witnessed “the voice” and “the witness of the faithful, the cry of the Church against the
Constitution.” Shocked at his friend’s argument, the narrator railed against the content and forms
of Jansenist polemical works and the Jansenist public that consumed them, arguing that “the
most impudent songs against everything that is most respectable in our Religion” could surely not
be “the voice of the Church.” The friend responded that not all Jansenists voiced their views in
songs, and he noted, as a case in point, that the author of Du Témoignage de la verité wrote
satire instead. To this, the narrator responded in a way that summarizes nicely the pro-Unigenitus
view of the sources that readers seemed to enjoy and trust. He stated, “a rule of faith is a divine
thing, and it has never been marked with a character so diabolical as that.”357
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“Il se dit Janseniste, mais il l’est moins d’esprit que de cœur, & plutôt par de certaines liaisons qu’avec connoissance
de cause [….] Cette voix des Fidéles & ce cri de l’Eglise [….] Nous trouvâmes la conversation fort animée sur la
Constitution. Quelques-uns la défendoient, d’autres s’emportoient contre le Pape avec une espeece de fureur [….] bons &
mauvais [….] on commençoit à lire une nouvelle Satyre contre la Constitution, mais de plus violentes. Après cette lecture
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The Pro-Unigenitus Response
While Jansenist authors could appeal directly to the public, there was a tension at the heart of the
Jesuit and pro-Unigenitus episcopal strategy between a denial of the public’s right to judgment
and a growing sense of a need to appeal for the public’s support. One solution for the Jesuits and
the pro-Unigenitus episcopacy was to target their works specifically at priests. For instance, the
preface to a 1755 Recueil de pieces sur la religion, which contained an edition of Unigenitus,
proclaimed that the collection was made “for the instruction of all, but above all, of the clergy
charged with instructing others.” The collection dealt with more than just Jansenism, as it was
designed to help “young clergymen […] to combat, by general principals, all sorts of heretics,
impious persons, and deists,” and it sought to do so by providing them with the “decisions and
decrees of the Church.” The editors emphasized, in particular, that the work would “give them a
clear, precise, and methodical idea of the Catholic dogmas decided by the Church, of the
heretical system that opposed them, of the particular meaning of each condemned proposition,
and of the qualifications suited to them.”358
The decision to focus primarily on preparing the clergy for debates with their parishioners
made sense given the pro-Unigenitus side’s predispositions in favor of the Church hierarchy. It
was also the mirror opposite of the Jansenist appeal. If the Jansenists sought to prepare the
ordinary faithful for conversations with their priests, the Jesuits were forced to prepare priests for
confrontations with the ordinary faithful under their charge. It also played into their strength. As
exiles of Jansenist priests mounted and new appointments of priests and bishops were made

chacun mit la main à la poche, & fournit à l’envi son Contigent sur le même sujet [….] Une scene à peu près semblable.
C’étoit une espece de concert, où cette Dame & ses deux filles, qui chantoient bien, faisoient chacune leur partie pour
régaler la compagnie de diverses chansons sur le Pape, sur la Constitution, sur les Evêques de l’Assemblée [….] De la
voix, me dit-il, & du témoignage des Fidéles, du cri public de l’Eglise contre la Constitution [….] des chansons les plus
impudentes contre tout ce qu’il y a de plus respectable dans notre Religion? Non, non, Monsieur, ce n’est point la voix de
l’Eglise [….] Un régle de foy est une chose divine, & elle ne fut jamais marquee à un caractere diabolique tel que celui-là”
Ibid., 175-177, 178, 179, 181-182.
358
“Ce Recueil pour l’instruction de tous, mais sur-tout des Ecclésiastiques chargés d’instruire les autres [….] les jeunes
Ecclésiastiques […] pour leur aider à combattre, par les principes généraux, toutes sortes d’Hérétiques, d’Impies, & de
Déistes […] les Décisions & Decrets de l’Eglise […] de leur donner une idée claire, précise, & méthodique des dogmes
Catholiques décidés par l’Eglise, du système hérétique qui leur est opposé, du sens particulier de chaque Proposition
condamnée, & des qualifications qui leur conviennent.” “Avertissement,” in Recueil de pieces sur la religion (Paris, 1755),
i-iii.
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following the rise of the Cardinal de Fleury as the chief minister to Louis XV and the appointment
of Vintimille as Archbishop of Paris in 1729, pro-Unigenitus clergy came to hold more and more
positions as parish clergy throughout France and in Paris, especially, and the pulpit offered them
a powerful position from which to direct public judgment.359
Nevertheless, the Jesuits and their pro-Unigenitus allies did not merely attempt to shape
views from the pulpit and from the confessional. As historian Daniel Watkins has shown, ever
since the drama set off by the publications of the Jesuit Jean Hardouin’s Chronologiae ex nummis
antiquis restitutae, prolusio de nummis Herodiadum in 1693 and his Opera selecta in 1709, in
which works Hardouin brought into question the traditional chronology of the Bible and the
authenticity of texts from the Christian tradition, the Jesuits had been acutely aware of the
dangers that negative public perception could pose to the order. While they, unlike the
Jansenists, most commonly wished to fight their battles behind closed doors and out of the public
eye, in the corridors of power where they held sway, they also recognized the need to respond in
print, with all of its publicness, when challenged.360 While much of the pro-Unigenitus side’s print
production was devoted to providing priests with arguments to use when confronted by
disobedient members of their flocks, the pro-Unigenitus side also produced a large quantity of
print meant to convince the reading public through a more direct appeal to its judgment. While the
forms of Jansenist polemical works may have been deemed “diabolical” by pro-Unigenitus forces
and while the public’s judgment was in no way authoritative in their eyes, these pro-Unigenitus
authors realized that they could not simply abandon the entire public sphere of print to the
Jansenists. As such, members of the pro-Unigenitus clergy begrudgingly produced their own
polemical works in popular forms and small formats to appeal to the reading public. The fact that
Gabriel Daniel’s denunciation of the diabolical forms in which Jansenist polemic appeared was
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For an examination of Fleury’s policy vis-à-vis Jansenism, see Campbell, Power and Politics in Old Regime France,
132-134 193-318; for information on how, in the absence of clerical leadership, laypeople took on a more prominent role
in the movement, see Lyon-Caen, La boîte à Perrette, 81-83; 403-404.
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Watkins, Berruyer’s Bible, 61, 178-179; for more information on Jesuit publishing strategies and polemical efforts, see
Catherine M. Northeast, The Parisian Jesuits and the Enlightenment, 1700-1762 (Oxford, 1991).
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printed as a vernacular, mostly dialogical, duodecimo text, divided into letters, is telling. One had
to fight fire with fire, diabolical form with diabolical form. As one anti-Jansenist critic put it in a
1733 letter to René Hérault, in which the critic proposed a new journal to counter the Jansenists’
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques (which indeed would see the light of day later that year), it was
“absolutely in the interest of the state not to allow the opposing party mastery of the field of battle,
to triumph over and insult all that is the most sacred, without reply, nor response, nor anything
that denies its pretentions.”361
In efforts not to cede the battlefield to the Jansenists, their opponents employed a variety
of methods. In the first place, when they refuted Jansenist works, they made a conscious effort to
challenge the most popular form of the given work. For instance, an anonymous refutation of the
Hexaples likely from the late 1720s took aim at the much shorter, smaller-format editions of La
constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques et des notes. In choosing to refute La constitution
Unigenitus, avec des remarques et des notes, which the critic described as “an extract of the
Hexaples,” the tension at the heart of pro-Unigenitus writing oriented towards the lay public was
made clear. In his effort to convince the readers of La constitution Unigenitus, avec des
remarques et des notes of the justice of Unigenitus, the author simultaneously decried the facts
that the work “invited the simple faithful to judge questions of doctrine” and was written entirely in
French and was, therefore, “composed principally for women or men who do not know Latin,”
while at the same time, he sought to influence the views of these same sorts of readers with his
own vernacular refutation of the work.362
Indeed, in spite of this open contempt for the public and its judgment, pro-Unigenitus
authorities printed many down-market editions of works initially published in large and expensive
formats, employed forms designed specifically to persuade ordinary readers, such as catechisms,
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“Je crois qu’il est tout à fait de l’interet de l’état de ne pas laisser tout à fait la partie adverse maitresse du champ de
bataille, triompher et insulter à tout ce qu’il y a de plus sacré, sans replique, ni reponse, ni rien qui infirme ses
pretentions.” AB 11219, 290; Supplément des Nouvelles ecclésiastiques (s.l., 1734-1748).
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“L’extrait des Héxaples [….] Tout ouvrage, dont le but paroît être d’inviter les simples fidéles à juger des questions de
doctrine [….] composé principalement pour les femmes, ou pour les hommes qui ne savent point le Latin.” BNF, ms. Fr.
10594, ii-iii, iv, vi-viii.
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and used still other forms designed to respond directly to parallel Jansenist works. A common
theme in pro-Unigenitus polemical works was the notion that heresy preyed on the ignorant and
that “most Catholics” were ignorant and thus susceptible to this kind of “seduction,” but they did
not seem to have many qualms themselves about appealing to the same sorts of readers when
their allegiance and obedience were contested.363
The definition of the French word “séduire,” to seduce, given in the 1694 Dictionnaire de
l’Académie française and still current in the 1762 edition of the dictionary, defined it as the act of
“tricking, abusing, making [one] fall into error.” The authors of this entry in the Dictionnaire
explained that, in this first sense, the term was used almost entirely “in matters of religion and
morality.” A second lasting definition of “séduire” was “to corrupt [or] to debauch.” Here, the
examples of uses provided in the dictionary harkened back to a more relevant idea of seduction
for the Unigenitus controversies, including “to seduce witnesses, to seduce servants [and] valets
to make them speak against their master.”364 The definition for “séducteur,” seducer, was still
more explicit: “he who seduces, who makes [others] fall into error by the evil opinions, by the evil
dogmas that he teaches, which he spreads among the people.”365 In this sense, the corruption
associated with seduction was an act of turning one away from obedience to his or her betters,
and in the case of pro-Unigenitus polemics, the charge of seduction against the Jansenists was
clearly a charge that they turned the simple faithful away from obedience to priests, bishops, and
the pope.
Accusations of seduction were everywhere in pro-Unigenitus polemical works. As the
anonymous pro-Unigenitus author of the Instruction en forme de catéchisme, au sujet de la bulle
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“La plûpart des Catholiques [….] seduction.” Instruction en Forme de Catechisme Au Sujet de la Bulle Unigenitus, (s.l.,
s.d.), 3, 27-28; Languet de Gergy, Second Avertissement de Monseigneur L’Evêque de Soissons, A ceux qui dans son
Diocèse se sont declarés Appellans de la Constitution Unigenitus, (Paris, 1718), 1.
364
“Trompher, abuser, faire tomber dans l’erreur. Il ne se dit guere qu’en matière de religion & de morale [….] il signifie
aussi, Corrompre, desbaucher. Séduire des témoins. Séduire des domestiques, des valets pour les faire parler contre leur
maistre.” “Séduire,” in Dictionnaire de l’Académie française, 1st edition (Paris, 1694), accessed through ARTFL,
Dictionnaires d’autresfois.
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“Celuy qui séduit, qui fait tomber en erreur par les meschantes opinions, les mechants dogmes qu’il enseigne, qu’il
seme parmy le peuple.” “Séducteur,” in Dictionnaire de l’Académie française, 1st edition (Paris, 1694), accessed through
ARTFL, Dictionnaires d’autresfois.
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Unigenitus put it, “it is to oppose the seduction of Catholics that I have formed and executed the
design of this Catechism.”366 The catechism went on to explain Unigenitus as a “dogmatic
Constitution” given by the pope that must be followed obediently by the faithful. In this, it
mimicked the Jansenists’ own use of the question-and-answer form of the catechism to reach and
teach the lay faithful. It was also not the sole work in the pro-Unigenitus arsenal to employ this
form. Already in 1718, another question-and-answer Instruction familiere sur la soumission due à
la constitution Unigenitus was in its third edition. As the work’s preface made clear, the intention
of its author was to “establish incontestably the obligation that all of the faithful had to submit to
the Constitution” and to prevent the seduction of the public by Jansenist polemics. Printed in
Avignon by the order of the Archbishop of Arles, the price of a copy was only 2 sols.367 More
interesting still is a 1730 edition of a pastoral instruction written by Jacques-Charles-Alexandre
Lallement, Bishop of Sées, which was reprinted in question-and-answer form to make it more
readily consumable by a lay public. The irony, of course, was that Lallement’s pastoral instruction,
while about Unigenitus generally, also focused special attention on refuting any notion that the lay
faithful actually had any capacity or authority to judge doctrine or truth for themselves.368 In this
sense, it was yet another pro-Unigenitus polemical work, written for public consumption that
rejected the legitimacy of public judgment. Other official publications of pro-Unigenitus bishops
were rendered in popular forms and formats as well, most notably the 1718 and 1719
Avertissements of Jean-Joseph Languet de Gergy, Bishop of Soissons, which circulated in
quarto, but also duodecimo and octavo editions, and were written specifically to dissuade the
public from any illusions that it actually had any standing to judge in matters of Church doctrine.
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“C’est pour m’opposer à la seduction des Catholiques, que j’ai formé & executé le dessein de ce Catechisme.”
Instruction en forme de catéchisme, au sujet de la bulle Unigenitus (s.l., s.d), 3.
367
“Il ne veut que mettre à la portée de tout le Monde les raisons; qui établissent incontestablement l’obligation qu’ont
tous les fidelles de se soûmettre à la Constitution.” [de Grazac], Instruction familiere sur la soumission due à la
constitution Unigenitus, 3-4; for evidence of the modest price, see a manuscript note on the flyleaf of a copy of the
Instruction familiere housed in the Clementine library at the Catholic University of America (henceforth CUA). CUA, 273.7
M678, v. 19, item 4.
368
Lallement, Instruction pastorale sur l’Eglise, par demandes et par réponses, adressée par Monseigneur l’Evêque de
Sées au clergé de son diocese, avec son mandement pour la publication de cette instruction, 35-36.
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Other forms of anti-Jansenist polemical print took a different tack. Some, for instance,
were designed to exploit Jansenist confidence in particular individuals in order to undermine
Jansenist arguments against the Bull. In 1722, for example, Languet de Gergy published a
Jugement et censure des CI propositions du livre des Réflexions Morales, par feu monseigneur
Hippolyte de Béthune, Évêque de Verdun, écrit de la main propre du dit seigneur évêque, en
marge d’un exemplaire imprimé de la bulle Unigenitus, et vis-à-vis chacune desdites propositions.
As the full title suggests, the work was a copy of Unigenitus, printed with marginal annotations
from the Bishop of Verdun, an appellant. The annotations were sourced from a printed copy of
the Bull with the manuscript annotations of the Bishop of Verdun that had fallen into the hands of
Languet de Gergy. The authenticity of the manuscript annotations was confirmed by several of
Verdun’s confidants. The marginal annotations ranged from “good” to “Saint Augustine” to “could
have a bad sense” to “bad” to “Baius” to “dangerous,” and they were designed to show that even
an appellant bishop, in private, believed that some of the propositions extracted from Quesnel’s
Réflexions morales needed censure. The text thus served to undermine the Jansenist claim that
the propositions were the articles of faith of true Catholicism.369 The marginal annotations allowed
anti-Unigenitus readers to read along with an anti-Unigenitus bishop, but to surprising effect.
They played on the idea that one’s private thoughts were different than what one would express
publicly and in fact reflected one’s more sincere beliefs, untainted by public pressures.
Pro-Unigenitus polemicists also printed their own lists of acceptants, designed to counter
the Jansenists’ lists of appellants and reappellants by demonstrating that the vast majority of
individuals and institutions in the Catholic Church, in France and abroad, accepted Unigenitus,
and to show that the relatively small number of Jansenists could not possibly be taken as the true
Church against such a large majority.370 These lists sought to use the weight of numbers to place
both hierarchical and peer pressure on individuals to comply with both the Church hierarchy and
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Jugement et censure des CI propositions du livre des Réflexions Morales, par feu monseigneur Hippolyte de Béthune,
Évêque de Verdun, écrit de la main propre du dit seigneur évêque, en marge d’un exemplaire imprimé de la bulle
Unigenitus, et vis-à-vis chacune desdites propositions (s.l., 1722).
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For example, see Témoignage de l’Église universelle, en faveur de la bulle Unigenitus (Brussels, 1718).
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the majority of believers that, they suggested, supported Unigenitus. This overwhelming majority
within the Church hierarchy was unlikely to be wrong. In contrast to the marginal annotations of
the bishop of Verdun, which were supposedly sincere because they were written in private, these
lists tried to create the impression of official and public support for the Bull to have their effect.
Nevertheless, while pro-Unigenitus authorities and Jesuits begrudgingly justified
producing a large quantity of print intended for public consumption, they still faced significant
issues in this production because of the paradox at the heart of their cause. Most significantly,
royal authorities were hesitant to sanction the production of such works because they feared that
they were less likely to convince the public than they were simply to increase the intensity of the
disputes. Some pro-Unigenitus texts, such as Vincent Thuillier’s anti-Jansenist history of
Unigenitus, finished in 1735, and the anonymous refutation of La constitution Unigenitus, avec
des remarques et des notes, written sometime in the late 1720s, were never even published, so
they never had a chance to influence the public they sought to persuade.371 Still others, such as
Pierre François Lafitau’s 1737 Histoire de la Constitution Unigenitus, were formally condemned
by the Conseil d’État on account of the “vivacity and vehemence” of Lafitau’s “style,” which made
the work likely “to reignite the fire of the disputes that His Majesty works to extinguish in his
Kingdom.”372 Similarly, in 1725, the Parisian bookseller Lusseux was arrested for having, among
other pro-Unigenitus works, Jesuit editions of Unigenitus and editions of the Instruction en forme
de catéchisme, au sujet de la bulle Unigenitus. The police justified Lusseux’s arrest because they
believed “such writings” to be “more capable of embittering minds than of bringing them back.”373
As Malesherbes noted in his 1758 Mémoires sur la librairie, the fact that parlementary
and royal authorities censored pro-Unigenitus works contributed substantially to the triumph of
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[Thuillier], Histoire de la constitution Unigenitus, in BNF, ms. Fr. 17731; Examen des principaux passages emploiez
pour la justification du P. Quesnel, dans le livre intitulé: La constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques, in BNF, ms. Fr.
10594.
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[Lafitau], Histoire de la constitution Unigenitus (Florence, 1737); “La vivacité et la véhemence du stile [….] cet Ouvrage
ne serve à rallumer le feu des disputes que Sa Majesté travaille à éteindre dans son Royaume.” For the text of the
condemnation of Lafitau’s history, see Mercure de France, Dec. 1737, 2941.
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“Comme de pareils escrits sont plus capables d’aigrir les esprits que de les ramener.” AB 10891, 310, 322.
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Jansenism among the public. The Jansenists felt virtually no constraints on their publishing
activities because of the effective systems of underground book production and distribution that
they established and about which we will learn more in the next chapter. Additionally, Jansenist
authors harbored relatively fewer scruples than their pro-Unigenitus counterparts about going
against official proclamations that sought to limit their written and printed production.374
Nevertheless, far more important still was the fact that the Jansenists pursued the public’s
judgment and approbation wholeheartedly, flattering readers by granting them an authoritative
voice, while many of the Jansenists' opponents could muster nothing but contempt for the public
and its judgment even when they sought to garner its support.
The Jansenist Recrimination of their Opponents’ Public Appeal
Even though the Jansenists openly invited and sought the support of the public through the
production of cheap, small-format works in popular forms, they saw no irony in criticizing their
opponents when they endeavored to do the same. The preface to the 1719 Second entretien du
Christine et de Pélagie, a fictional conversation between two Walloon women, designed to bring
anti-Unigenitus ideas already common among “the learned” to a wider “public, which is composed
of an infinitely larger number of the [ignorant] than [the learned],” noted that the conversation was
“left in its natural simplicity to make it better understood and to serve as an antidote to certain little
seditious writings and feuilles volantes that one brings from house to house in one’s trousers or in
an overcoat.” The body of the conversation attested further to the production of print on the part
of the pro-Unigenitus side, as Pélagie complained disingenuously that there were “few books
against the Constitution,” and “many little libels and feuilles volantes that cry everywhere of fire,
schism, heresy, and excommunication,” which were written and printed in defense of the Bull
Unigenitus.375
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Jansenists used the same language of seduction that pro-Unigenitus polemicists
employed against Jansenists to describe the ways in which pro-Unigenitus works sought to
influence readers. Nicolas Le Gros, ventriloquizing a priest in conversation with a lawyer in his
1724 Entretiens du prestre Eusebe et de l’avocat Theophile sur la part que les laïques doivent
prendre à l’affaire de la constitution Unigenitus, & de l’appel qui en a été interjetté, bemoaned the
way in which “the defenders of the Constitution sp[oke] to the whole world, to seduce the
simplest.” He continued, “I wish that we did not have less zeal for the truth than they have for
error. I hope we tell all those whom they seduce to resist them.” Nevertheless, the seduction that
the Jansenists attacked in their opponents was founded upon an abuse of power on the part of
pro-Unigenitus priests and bishops who misled and tricked the simple faithful. As Le Gros argued,
the text of the Bull was long and often not available to the lay faithful, and many only knew that
the document was produced by the pope and supported by the majority of French bishops.376 In
such a case, it was reasonable for the ordinary faithful to follow their superiors even if their
superiors were misleading them. The acceptance of the Bull by the simple faithful, in this
narrative, had nothing to do with the contents of the Bull, but had everything to do with the
people’s blind deference to authority. To avoid this seduction, laypeople, like Theophile, had to
inform themselves.
Other works of Jansenist polemic more deliberately coupled clerical abuse of power and
position with the production of particular forms and formats. The 1719 Lettre d’un ecclésiastique à
une dame, au sujet de l’instruction de M. de Soissons, sur le party plus sûr dans les affaires de la
Bulle denounced Jean-Joseph Languet de Gergy, Bishop of Soissons, both for the content of and
for the forms and formats in which he had published his anti-Jansenist works. The preface to the
Lettre d’un ecclésiastique à une dame described a work written by Languet de Gergy in 1718

sous le manteau. [….] on voit si peu de Livres contre la Constitution, & pourquoi au contraire, on voit tant de petit libelles,
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under the title Lettre de M. l’évêque de Soissons à M. *** as an abridged version of his three
Avertissements, leaving aside the fact that the third Avertissement had yet to appear. As internal
deliberations among Jansenist polemicists show, Languet de Gergy’s Avertissements were
regarded as “the most seductive of all [the writings] that have appeared in favor of the
Constitution” and works to which they desperately needed to respond on account of the fact that
they were “capable of imposing on a great number of poorly educated people, who take for
oracles all that leaves the mouth of a bishop.”377 As an abridged version of the three
Avertissements, the Lettre de M. l’évêque de Soissons à M. *** was in some ways more
dangerous than the originals in that it was cheaper and more widely accessible. Indeed, the
preface to the Lettre d’un ecclésiastique à une dame described copies of the Lettre de M.
L’évêque de Soissons à M. *** as “so often reproduced that there is hardly anyone in Soissons
who does not have one.”378 In the body of the text, the author lampooned the multiple “forms in
which the [pastoral instructions of Languet de Gergy] can be presented.” He stated plainly, “[a]
man elevated above others must respect the title with which he is honored; every action, every
step that does not carry a certain character or dignity dishonors the place and he who fills it.” In
this sense, Languet de Gergy’s use of lowly forms to seduce his flock was not only an abuse of
power and position with personal consequences for Languet de Gergy, but it also degraded the
very position of bishop and thus worked, in some ways, to debase the institutional Church.
Moreover, in addition to attacking the bishop for producing polemical works in such lowly forms,
the pamphlet also attacked him for how he spread it, turning priests into “the burlesque
characters of pious peddlers,” and degrading them and their position in the process.379
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Jansenist polemicists likely did not recognize all of the implications of these accusations.
What the Jansenist polemicists were saying was, in essence, that when the Church hierarchy
attempted to contest the arguments that the Jansenist authors were making against Unigenitus in
the public sphere by using the same sorts of material forms and formats that the Jansenist
authors themselves employed, Church authorities so abused their power and so debased their
positions that the authority of the hierarchical Church itself suffered. If seduction implied that one
was led astray from the obedience one owed to a superior, then the charge here was that the
anti-Jansenist bishops, the Jesuits, and the peddler priests had seduced the people away from
obedience to a higher power—the true Church, the voice of which was expressed in the “cri de la
foi” and the judgment of the public.
Giving Form to Information
As we saw in the previous chapter, the content of polemical works on both sides, which often
leveled accusations of immorality and disobedience and attacked the character rather than the
arguments of their respective opponents, was a by-product of the invitation to public judgment
and the desire to expand that public by targeting new audiences, particularly uneducated and
uninitiated men, women, and children. It was also a by-product of a series of assumptions
concerning what would attract and hold that public’s attention, what would be most easily
understood by it, and what would actually convince the public to adopt the true cause. To be sure,
the underlying disputes over both the theology of grace and ecclesiology did not entirely
disappear. They did, however, become gradually more intertwined with political considerations.
The increasing reliance on arguments founded upon the righteousness or wretchedness of the
disputants rather than arguments concerning the actual theological questions that were raised by
Unigenitus brought the dispute into an all too human and material world, placing more distance
between the people and the divine source that both sides claimed for their arguments. As the
public was invited to adjudicate and as the two sides highlighted the immorality of their respective
interlocutors, the fact that doctrinal decisions and what passed for God’s truth were a matter of
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human judgment (if not of human creation) became increasingly apparent to some readers. The
ultimate effect of this seeming flexibility of Catholic doctrine was expressed in an anti-Papal, antiJesuit, and anti-Unigenitus song, already in circulation in 1714:
Appelez-vous un Esprit girouëtte
Esprit Sage & prudent?
Lui, dont la Foi comme une Pirouëtte
Change & tourne à tout vent:
Ce triste Etat d’un faux Catholicisme
Mène à l’Athéïsme droit.
[Do you call a spirit like a weathervane, a wise and prudent spirit? Him, to whom faith,
like a pirouette, changes and turns with every wind; this sad state of a false Catholicism
leads to pure atheism.]380

An act of appeal submitted collectively by five Oratorians in 1746 bemoaned the “the most bitter
fruits” that Unigenitus had produced since it arrived in France, notably “the decline of science,
studies, [and] good books, [alongside] the sensible progress of bad doctrine, ignorance, irreligion,
corruption of morals, [and] the spirit of schism and division.”381
The notion that religious controversy and, particularly, the religious controversy that
Unigenitus ignited, led ultimately to dechristianization, secularization, and disbelief in France is
not a new one.382 Still, it was not just the content of these disputes that may have contributed to
these trends. In a literal sense, it was the forms and formats of the polemical works in the dispute
that brought the theological debate into the material world. As readers came into contact with
more texts and more variegated types of media than they previously had, the significance of
media and the ends to which the consumption of media were aimed were transformed radically.
Where texts such as Quesnel’s Réflexions morales had been vehicles through which readers
could commune with God, objects that mediated the relationship between the individual and God
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in a way that essentially obliterated the perception of mediation, newer textual forms and formats
increasingly came to be seen as prompts to worldly judgment and argument, matters of
discussion in their own right.383
Jansenist polemics came in a hodgepodge of different sorts of forms and formats that
drew on, commented upon, and led to the production of still others. As Harold Love has observed
when brining into question the concept of a “print culture” in early modern England, “instead of a
new communicative technology wholly obliterating old ones, what more commonly happens is an
overall expansion of communication.”384 This was certainly true during the Unigenitus disputes. In
the case of the Jansenist press, the move to smaller formats did not mean the disappearance of
larger ones. The reliance on print similarly did not signal the end of the manuscript, and the
apparent explosion of the written word in the wake of Unigenitus, which rendered Jansenist ideas
more uniform and more widely accessible geographically and temporally, did not mean the end of
oral and gestural communication through miracles and convulsions.
Instead, all of these different forms and formats interacted symbiotically. Gestural
communication produced talk, texts, and images, including, the written discourses of the
convulsionnaires, written and printed justifications and criticisms of the miracles and convulsions,
and visual representations of these occurrences in the form of engravings.385 Furthermore,
convulsionary assemblies often read texts, in particular the Bible, in their efforts to induce
convulsions.386 Similarly, print acted as a prompt to manuscript production, to conversation, and
to song. Readers hand-copied excerpts or the entirety of printed texts in which they were
interested; they annotated the margins of their books; they filled in the blanks in their copies; and
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they wrote to each other and directly to authors concerning printed texts.387 Readers also
discussed what they read, read aloud together, and in the case of songs, sang together. This is to
say nothing of all the talking and writing about the Unigenitus controversies and the polemical
works they produced done by police and their prisoners in the offices and cells of the Bastille and
the Châtelet. Production was circular. Songs and various rumors circulated orally in the streets
before being written down, sometimes printed, and returning to feed further talk in the streets.388
Other forms, such as board games, acted similarly to stimulate talk as they were played in
families, and they also led to print explanations in prose and verse.389
As media proliferated, texts shrank, were placed into more popular forms, became more
reliant on their forms and formats to convince their readers, and became less worthy of material
reverence, it is not unreasonable to think that their contents may also have become less revered.
Roger Chartier has argued as much when he notes that the changing materiality of books, in
particular, “philosophical” literature at the end of the eighteenth century in France, led readers to
develop new relationships with texts, particularly, to disregard a “religious reference” that books
had long had, in favor of a new attitude towards texts that was fundamentally “disrespectful of
authorities” and “little inclined to belief and adherence.”390 Nevertheless, I want to suggest here
that this was not necessarily true for all readers, as we shall see in Chapter 6. Furthermore, for
the many for whom it was true, it was often not “philosophical” books that first brought about this
change, but was, instead, works of Catholic controversy and theology themselves. Faith—in both
the Church and in the printed word—may have been undermined from within.
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The forms and formats of polemics in the Unigenitus controversy, produced by both
sides, created new conditions for reading, and the polemicists who produced them consciously
sought to shape reading practices in a variety of new ways. It is essential, however, to recognize
that the simple multiplicity of forms, formats, contents, and texts did not transform readers’
attitudes and reading practices alone. As we saw in the previous chapter, Jansenist authors
instructed their audiences on how to approach these texts by prescribing reading methods and
providing them with models of reading and of readers. As we shall see in the next chapter, it was
not only the forms and formats of Jansenist texts that influenced who read them and how they
were to be read, but also the means by which Jansenists produced, distributed, and circulated
their works. The devices authorities employed to reign in this production and circulation also
worked to shape reading in fundamental ways.
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CHAPTER 5: Getting the Word Out

On 25 April 1729, a coach-driver named Martin Baudrier was arrested in Rouen with a cart full of
illicit Jansenist print.391 A May 1729 Arrest du Conseil d’Estat du Roy ordered René Hérault, the
lieutenant general of the police of Paris, to oversee proceedings against Baudrier and his
accomplices. The Arrest highlighted recent and reiterated orders banning the writing, printing, and
distribution of works against religion while noting that every day, “an infinity of the most
pernicious” works appeared, and that to stop them, one had to strike against provincial and
foreign clandestine printing and distribution networks.392 Baudrier languished in the Bastille and
the Châtelet for ten months before Hérault rendered a judgment against him. Hérault condemned
Baudrier to be displayed in the stocks for two hours at the Place de Grève, wearing a sign that
read “Peddler of printed and prohibited works.” Baudrier was then banished from Rouen and from
Paris for three years.393
Intended to humiliate Baudrier and to make an example of him that would discourage
others from engaging in the illicit Jansenist book trade, Baudrier’s exemplary punishment
backfired spectacularly. The Jansenist press transformed him into “the first martyr to the
Constitution,” a model of resistance to be emulated, rather than a model of wrongdoing to be
avoided.394 While his police file gives no information regarding the ten months he waited in prison
for Hérault’s judgment, the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques provided a detailed account of his arrest,
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his responses to police when interrogated, his punishment, and the Parisian public’s reaction to
his punishment.395 A series of engravings depicted Baudrier in the stocks with captions such as
“The Truth Triumphs.”396 Other Jansenist works, such as the Abrégé chronologique, placed
Baudrier’s arrest within the larger narrative frame of Jansenist repression and resistance. The
Abrégé chronologique underscored his defiance by stating that, in contrast to most peddlers
caught with forbidden books, Baudrier avowed knowledge of the books’ contents and told the
police that he transported them “in the interest of the truth.”397
Baudrier’s arrest took place in a context that had changed greatly from when Unigenitus
was promulgated and received in 1713 and 1714. Following Louis XIV’s death in 1715 and during
the Regency (1715-1723), censorship and book trade policing were relatively relaxed. In 1723,
however, as Louis XV and his ministers sought to assert their authority, a new regime of more
intensive censorship and policing was introduced, exemplified by the republication of the
ordonnances and statutes of France regarding the Parisian book trade in that year.398 A series of
personnel changes at the top of the royal administration intensified pressure on the Jansenists.
André-Hercule de Fleury, Cardinal-Bishop of Fréjus, became Louis XV’s chief minister in 1726.
He sought to root out Jansenism within the clergy by forcing unorthodox priests into exile from
France and appointing only obedient priests to vacant positions.399 As Jansenists increasingly lost
clerical support, they were forced to rely more on lay leadership and participation. This led to the
production of still more texts, books, prints, and pamphlets targeted at lay audiences.400 Fleury
also appointed René Hérault as lieutenant general of police of Paris and tasked him with policing
the book trade and stopping the flood of Jansenist books into the capital and throughout the
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realm.401 Furthermore, only a few days after Baudrier’s arrest, on 4 May 1729, Louis-Antoine,
Cardinal de Noailles, died in Paris, depriving Jansenists of their symbolic protector-in-chief. He
was soon replaced by Charles-Gaspard-Guillaume de Vintimille du Luc, who sought, with Fleury
and Hérault, the destruction of Jansenism in the capital once and for all. Finally, the laws
themselves were tightened to help in the fight against Jansenism. A new ordonnance was
promulgated on 10 May 1728, increasing the penalties faced by those who wrote, printed, or
distributed works or writings “on the disputes born or to be born in matters of Religion.”402 The
repression faced by the Jansenists was, therefore, intensified in the second half of the 1720s.
Nonetheless, the Jansenists still had resources to counteract this newly intensified
campaign against them. Through the publication of books, pamphlets, newssheets, engravings,
songs, and other media, the Jansenists attempted to influence a diverse reading audience, in part
by informing them and in part by flattering them, but also crucially by highlighting the battle that
raged between them and authorities. Just as certain contents and certain forms and formats were
thought more capable of reaching and convincing different kinds of readers, certain modes of
authorship, printing, distribution, and circulation were thought more effective at carrying Jansenist
messaging to different readers. Because Unigenitus condemned all books written or that would
be written in defense of Quesnel and the Réflexions morales and on account of the intensity with
which police and other authorities pursued Jansenist print, Jansenists had to take special care in
bringing their texts from authors to readers.
Because of how centrally important the clandestine press was to the success of the
Jansenist campaign against Unigenitus, scholars of Jansenism have devoted a great deal of
attention to how this secretive operation functioned.403 Of all these efforts, though, Catherine
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Maire’s has been the most comprehensive. In a clever turn of phrase, Maire argues that “from
1713 to 1765, not only was Jansenism an affair of the book trade, but the book trade itself was a
Jansenist affair.” She estimates that 2600 Jansenist polemical works, to say nothing of editions,
were printed during that period. Furthermore, most Jansenists arrested were participating in the
production and distribution of books, and more broadly, many of the people arrested for book
trade offenses in general were associated with the Jansenist trade in particular. Maire has done
much to uncover, in particular, the clandestine network that brought texts from the seminary of St.
Magloire in Paris to printshops, to peddlers, and to readers. She has shown how such texts,
including the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, traveled through a centrally coordinated system for the
production and distribution of print that was carefully designed to evade police. Much of this
operation took place, surprisingly, in Paris itself, and, according to Maire, it was the work of a
series of ideologically committed authors, printers, booksellers, and peddlers.404 Nevertheless,
there still remains much more to discover about the trade that a focus on the seminarians of St.
Magloire only cannot show.
This chapter hopes to complement Maire’s study by examining each stage in a number of
“communications circuits” that brought Jansenist polemical works from authors, to printers, to
distributers, and crucially to readers. Building on Robert Darnton’s conception of the
communications circuit, it insists that readers or imagined readers influenced each step in this
process and that each step was geared specifically towards enabling and influencing reading in
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certain ways.405 As we shall see, a host of different authors, including bishops, theologians,
priests, and lawyers, wrote Jansenist polemical works in the wake of Unigenitus. These different
authors adopted different authorial postures depending on their positions, the legal status of their
works, and what they hoped certain modes of attribution would signal to readers. The vast
majority of Jansenist polemical works were published anonymously, which is not surprising, given
their often-illicit natures and the fact that anonymity was the norm, not the exception, for illegal
texts in early eighteenth-century France.406 Nevertheless, anonymity had its own uses and
meaning. Jansenists used anonymity in interesting ways: not only to dissimulate about their own
responsibility for texts, but also to make their works appear to be vehicles for the expression of
common or good sense and, thereby, make their views appear to have wider currency than they,
in fact, did.
Once written, Jansenist polemics were produced in a wide variety of places and by many
different sorts of people with varying levels of ideological commitment. Some works, such as
episcopal pastoral instructions and lawyerly briefs, were printed by legitimate printers in Paris and
in the provinces because they were privileged or permitted on account of the identities of their
authors. Most Jansenist print, however, did come from the underground by necessity and was not
even capable of receiving a tacit permission. For many of these works, Jansenists made use of
the extant channels of the illegal book trade, most notably, printing in the Low Countries and in
the provinces, where enterprising printers were happy to print and sell what would be profitable
and to ship these wares back into France and into Paris, especially. In this way, these Jansenist
works were no different than any others that could not circulate with privilege or tacit
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permission.407 Interestingly, the Jansenists also produced a large quantity, perhaps the majority,
of their illicit works in Paris or in its environs—places not usually thought to be hubs for
underground printing due to their proximity to police and the powerful Parisian printers and
booksellers guild, which aided in the policing of the trade. These operations in Paris were
enabled, in part, by the highly coordinated, cartel-like, decentralized system by which the
Jansenists printed and distributed their works, which much scholarship on the Jansenist
clandestine press has illuminated.408 But they were also enabled by the Jansenists’ use of
secretive printshop practices and a secretive form of printing—roller printing—to produce many of
their works, and by their cultivation of powerful and public support. Once produced, Jansenist
polemical works were then distributed by professional peddlers, ideologically committed priests,
and lay followers, and they received wider circulation among friends and within various
professional and religious communities.
Obviously, without these networks of production, distribution, and circulation, there would
have been no eighteenth-century Jansenism or anti-Unigenitus polemic of which to speak, but
these networks had a far more profound impact on the reading of Jansenist works than simply
enabling that reading at all. In large part, this is because Jansenist polemicists made stories of
the authors, printers, peddlers, police, and other authorities engaged in this trade and its
regulation into key pieces of evidence in favor of the anti-Unigenitus cause. Martin Baudrier was
emblematic of this sort of appeal. As a coach-driver and peddler, he was a crucial node in the
dissemination of Jansenist print, bringing it from the printshop to readers through an underground
network that ran from the Low Countries, the French provinces, and even low-key printshops in
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Paris. His arrest exemplified authorities’ increased efforts to crack down on the illicit book trade.
And his case also typified the Jansenist response to such censorship and policing as the
Jansenist press sharply increased its efforts in his defense and elevated him as an example to
others. If Baudrier was a “martyr to the Constitution,” he was, in other respects, a martyr to a free
press that did not yet exist de jure but that was coming into a de facto existence because of the
authorities’ inability to censor and police the book trade effectively.409
As was the case with Baudrier, the Jansenists told the stories of their book trade heroes
in text and in image. On the one hand, these narratives and images provide an account of the
Jansenist understanding of their own polemical efforts, which could not be gleaned from police
reports alone. On the other hand, these stories and images had power in their own right for
readers at the time. Jansenist print likely appealed to readers in no small part because it was
forbidden, and stories of police raids and arrests helped to emphasize the dangers of this print
and increase the public’s interest. Still more, however, these stories confirmed the Jansenist point
that they were a persecuted minority, fighting for the truth, and they helped to position the reader
on the side of the truth, with them, against arbitrary power. In what follows, we shall see how
Jansenist authors, editors, printshop overseers, and printers got their message out to the public
and how censorship, policing, and refutation all influenced the multiple and varied processes of
dissemination that they developed and the conditions of reception that followed from them, often
in surprising ways.
Authorship
A first step in understanding the production of Jansenist books in eighteenth-century France is to
understand Jansenist authorship. While we know that most works of eighteenth-century Jansenist
polemics were produced by Sorbonne doctors, priests in exile from France, especially to the Low
Countries, and other Jansenist polemicists, often associated with the Parisian Oratorian seminary
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at St. Magloire, the vast majority of these works circulated anonymously.410 The Jansenist
authors whose names did appear on the title pages of their works tended to be famous
seventeenth-century Jansenists whose works were reprinted in the eighteenth century for new
readers and new purposes, and Jansenist bishops and lawyers, whose works were privileged on
account of their positions and titles.411
Nevertheless, whether a text was attributed to a named author or was left unattributed,
each of these products implied a different relationship between the text and its author, and
different authorial attributions influenced the ways in which readers accredited texts and
understood them.412 When the works of celebrated seventeenth-century Jansenist authors such
as Arnauld, Nicole, and Pascal were reprinted in the eighteenth century, the relationship that
these names had with texts attributed to them was that of a canonical authority.413 Their works
gained legitimacy through reference to their reputations. Ironically, nowhere was this more
evident than in instances in which the Jansenists’ opponents cited seventeenth-century Jansenist
authors to show that even the supposedly most revered and trusted Jansenists did not believe
what eighteenth-century Jansenists argued.414 Jansenist bishops, by contrast, sought to
legitimize their works through reference to their status and position as pastors at the head of their
flocks.415 In the case of Jansenist lawyers, the authority of their works was established through
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reference to their legal and official credentials, through numbers, and through claims of
representativeness. They often wrote and had printed collectively authored and signed
consultations that dispersed responsibility for a text from one author to all signatories. In their
boldest moments, they made claims to a broader representativeness for their views and for the
representative nature of the parlements. In this frame, dramatically, they claimed to speak on
behalf of “the nation,” as an intermediate body between the king and his people.416
Finally, in the case of the vast majority of anti-Unigenitus polemics, which were printed
without authorial attribution, the authority of these works was established, counterintuitively, by
the author’s lack of position and identity. These anonymous and pseudonymous authors
presented their views not as an expression of private or particular beliefs and interests, but as
expressions of common sense or truth.417 For instance, when asked by Marc-René de Voyer de
Paulmy d’Argenson, then-lieutenant general of police, in March 1720, who had written a
pamphlet, the Jansenist vicar of the parish of Saint Marguerite, responded that it was not he who
had written it, but “it was good sense.” Asked whose good sense it was, he responded by
informing D’Argenson that good sense was a thing shared, so that while it was his, in particular,
the sentiment was shared by all who had read the writings of the Cardinal de Noailles, the subject
of the pamphlet.418 This argument was elaborated further in the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques in
1731, when its primary author Jacques Fontaine de la Roche criticized René Hérault’s attempts
to find him and to stop the newssheet because Hérault operated on the false assumption that

Bishop of Senez, but continued to publish as “Evêque de Senez.” See, for example, Soanen, Lettre de Monseigneur
l’évêque de Senez, sur la lecture des Nouvelles ecclésiastiques (s.l., 1739).
416
For a document that was collectively authored by a number of lawyers, which printed the number 40, the number of
lawyers that signed it, and which spoke of the parlements as the “le Senat de la Nation” and “Tribunal Souverain de la
Nation,” see Mémoire pour les Sieurs Samson Curé d’Olivet, Coüet Curé de Darvoi, Gaucher Chanoine de Jargeau,
diocèse d’Orleans, & autres ecclésiastiques de différens diocèses, appellans comme d’abus (Paris, 1730), 2, 7.
417
On other uses of anonymity or pseudonymity in eighteenth-century France and in late eighteenth-century America that
were designed to distance a piece of writing from a particular set of interests so as to make its claims appear more
universal, see Sophia Rosenfeld, “Citizens of Nowhere in Particular: Cosmopolitanism, Writing, and Political Engagement
in Eighteenth-Century Europe,” National Identities 4, no. 1 (2002), 33-34; Michael Warner, The Letters of the Republic:
Publication and the Public Sphere in Eighteenth-Century America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), 113;
Juliet Guilbaud has also emphasized the extent to which anonymity in seventeenth-century Jansenist works was meant to
“met l’accent sur un contenu plutôt que sur les responsables de l’édition.” Guilbaud, “’A Paris, Chez Guillaume Desprez,”
155.
418
“C’est le bon sens.” AB 10701, 264.

169

there was, in fact, a single person who wrote the Nouvelles each week. Even if there were only
one author, La Roche asked, if that person was caught, would another not rise to fill his place?
He answered by dismissing any recognizable notion of authorship for the Nouvelles and, by
implication, for any other anonymous Jansenist polemical work. Since they did nothing but
expose the facts, he stated, “the whole world is the author.”419 Jean-Joseph Grillot, arrested in
1730 as a corrector of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, broadened this notion beyond authorship
alone when he described the hydra-like resilience of the Jansenist press. “Perhaps for every
press that you take, three others will be established tomorrow.” “It is the work of God,” he
continued. “It must be done.”420
Church and state authorities both decried the way Jansenist authors, and especially
those behind the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, used anonymity. The parlement of Paris’
condemnation of the Nouvelles emphasized that the anonymity of the newssheet’s author made
his efforts to establish himself as “distributor of news [and] arbiter of facts” all the more
dangerous.421 Vintimille, in his own condemnation of the newssheet, remarked on the audacity of
the Nouvelles’ author who dared to take advantage of “the darkness in which he envelopes
himself” to attack the reputations of legitimate authorities and to lead the faithful away from
obedience to their legitimate pastors.422 A May 1728 royal ordonnance, the first to strike at the
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, also underscored extant bans on printing anything without the name of
the author.423
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However, it was not only traditional authorities who disapproved of the Nouvelles’ use of
anonymity. Even Jansenist allies and leaders of the movement, most especially Jacques-Joseph
Duguet, came to decry it, speculating on its deleterious effects. In February 1732, Duguet wrote
of the special pressures on an unnamed author. While known authors could merit trust because
of their position, unknown authors were trustworthy only insofar as they wrote the truth. While
known authors would not dare disrespect the reputations of authorities or deign to libel others for
fear of repercussions, anonymous authors felt no such constraints. While anonymous authors
should, according to Duguet, be especially careful to be both truthful and respectful, the author of
the Nouvelles often fell short of these high-minded ideals, and his failure was especially
dangerous because of his anonymity, which had the effect of elevating his voice from that of a
particular person to that of all “friends of the truth.” As Duguet contended, since the author did not
say that he spoke only for himself, readers were left to understand that his views “were avowed
by all, that his judgment is theirs.”424 In this sense, the commonsensical, anonymous authorial
posture that Jansenist authors projected when they wrote—that, when it came to reporting the
facts, “the whole world is the author”—was viewed as dangerous by the authorities and even by
some of the Jansenists themselves. This was the case not only because it invited the author to
take liberties when reporting “the facts” or attacking “the most respectable authorities,” but also
because it made these attacks more powerful than they would otherwise be. They did not appear
to come from the author alone, but from the mass of readers themselves.
The perception of a grassroots movement, however, was only a perception. While
Jansenist authors responded to public outcry and attempted to gauge public sentiment and guide
it, the Jansenists’ polemical efforts were still a relatively top-down effort. Nevertheless, Jansenist
authors and leaders were still closely attuned to their audience’s interests and to their
adversaries’ efforts at shaping public response. The workings of the communications circuit that
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connected Jansenist authors to their readers can be seen in the Jansenist effort to refute JeanJoseph Languet de Gergy’s 1718 Second avertissement.425 On 26 September 1718, the abbess
of Notre-Dame de Soissons, Julie de Rohan Chabot, wrote to Pasquier Quesnel, sending him a
copy of the new Avertissement, recently published by her bishop. While she acknowledged that
she had not read it, she believed it to have been written in the same “taste as the first.” She
explained to Quesnel the dangers of the Avertissements, namely that the bishop used his position
to gain authority in the eyes of an ignorant readership. If the Jansenists did not respond, the lack
of response, she noted, would permit Languet de Gergy to argue that they had none. She
acknowledged that Quesnel “cannot and should not respond to all the libels that appear,
contempt is all that they deserve, but that it seems that a writing that a Bishop avows and glorifies
himself to be the author should not be neglected.” Indeed, it had already convinced many in her
diocese.426 Charles-Robert Berthier, the vicar of Saint Bartholomew in Paris, who would become
an important figure in the production and distribution of Jansenist print in the 1720s and 1730s,
echoed the sentiments of the abbess, noting that the Second avertissement “is the most
seductive of all [the writing] that have appeared in favor of the Constitution,” and needed a good
response, which he was assured was being undertaken by “a good hand.”427 A letter from 28
October 1718 shows that, at Quesnel’s behest, Nicolas Petitpied was responding to the
Avertissements in a series of works that would appear in 1719.428 In this sense, readers of the
controversies were able to communicate back to the authors of Jansenist polemical works not
only that a text existed or that something had happened, but what the public’s response to it was,
and Jansenist authors were able to respond accordingly in an effort not to lose ground in their
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battle. As we shall, the texts that they wrote also traveled through various, though often
overlapping, channels of production and distribution.
Licit Jansenist Printing
While the clandestine trade in Jansenist polemical works has received the lion’s share of
historians’ attention, a not insignificant portion of Jansenist works, in terms of number and
influence, were produced by licit Jansenist printers in Paris and through entirely licit channels,
even if they could come to be condemned at a later date.429 Much of this fully legal Jansenist
printing was undertaken by powerful Parisian printing and bookselling families, including among
others, the Desprezes, Lottins, Mequignons, Osmonts, and Saillants. These families were made
up of committed Jansenists.430 They played an important role in the trade in Jansenist books or
books that aided the Jansenist cause while usually not directly meddling in what contemporaries
referred to as “the matters of the times.”431 They printed and sold classics of seventeenth-century
Jansenism, catechisms, books of piety, liturgical works, school books, lawyerly briefs and
consultations, parlementary proclamations, and pastoral instructions, that helped to forward the
Jansenist cause while circulating with privilege or permission.
The family of Jansenist Parisian printer-bookseller Guillaume Desprez, for instance,
printed and sold Sacy bibles, Sacy’s translation of the Imitation de Jésus-Christ, Pierre Nicole’s
Essais de morale, Pascal’s Pensées, the works of Augustine, and Arnauld and Nicole’s La
logique.432 The Lottins printed Imitations, a variety of school books, aimed at teaching literacy,
mèmoires and consultations by lawyers before the parlement of Paris, including the infamous
1730 Mémoire pour les Sieurs Samson Curé d’Olivet, Coüet Curé de Darvoi, Gaucher Chanoine
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de Jargeau, diocèse d’Orleans, & autres ecclésiastiques de différens diocèses, appellans comme
d’abus that proclaimed “the Parlements are the Senate of the Nation,” and that “laws are veritable
conventions between those who govern & those who are governed.”433 Other families, such as
the Mequignons, specialized in books of hours and other devotional works. Still other printers,
such as Charles Osmont, focused on reprinting parlementary proclamations from the
provinces.434 All of these works were privileged or received some other sort of permission based
on the position of the person or persons for whom they were printed. While few, with the
important exceptions of some consultations and some pastoral instructions, took on Unigenitus
and the powers-that-were directly, all played a role in the formation of the Jansenist reading
community, conceived often by Jansenists as the authoritative judging public concerning the
matters of the time.435
While most of the works from these printers were licit, some of these printers still had
connections to the illicit trade and run-ins with the law. Alongside their trade in school books,
bibles, Imitations, and seventeenth-century Jansenist classics, the Lottins, for instance, also
stocked the Nécrologe de Port-Royal and illicit and anonymous pamphlets, such as the Entretiens
d’un Jésuite avec une dame.436 Charles Osmont was arrested on multiple occasions, even for
having been suspected of printing works directly concerned with the Unigenitus controversies,
including a life of François de Pâris and the Quatrième question quel est le droit & le devoir des
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simples fidèles par rapport à la bulle dans la situation présente.437 In each case, Osmont
emphasized that he was a legitimate printer, that he tried to go through legitimate channels, and
that he had done nothing wrong.438 Even Desprez, an imprimeur du Roi, was suspected of
meddling in the illicit trade.439
Knowing what was and was not a licit text could be difficult in a world in which later
condemnations could render previously licit works illegal. While Lottin’s printing of the 1730
Mémoire was legal, it did not mean that the authorities did not hunt down the text once it was
condemned that very same year.440 Similarly, while he was able to get out of trouble by stating
that he had a privilege for the work before it was condemned, Desprez was questioned
concerning the Instruction pastorale de Mgr. l’évêque de Troyes sur le schisme in 1755, and
copies of the Instruction were seized and brought to the Bastille, even if Desprez himself avoided
that fate. Finally, even if the legitimate Parisian printers were not often directly implicated in the
illicit trade, their proximity to it was obvious to police. Charles-Robert Berthier’s 1726 dossier, for
instance, consistently refers to the fact that Berthier lived at Guillaume Desprez’s house while the
former was coordinating much of the illicit Jansenist trade, and Charles Osmont was accused
elsewhere of housing clandestine printers in his shop.441
The boundaries between the licit and the illicit trades could be porous. Subversive
messages first published in protected pastoral instructions and lawyerly briefs often later found
their way into illicit forms of Jansenist print. For example, the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques amplified
the message of the originally protected Mémoire pour les Srs. Samson Curé d’Olivet, Couët Curé
de Darvoi, Gaucher Chanoine de Jargeau Diocése d’Orleans, & autres ecclésiastiques, appellans
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comme d’abus to a much larger audience and explained its significance to its readers.442
Because of post-publication condemnations, the legal status of works such as the Mémoire could
and often did literally change from day to day. Nevertheless, most of the works that passed
through the licit trade, except for some inflammatory pastoral instructions and legal briefs, were of
a different character than their illicit counterparts. They often took on Unigenitus indirectly by
providing readers with ways of thinking, skills, and perhaps a hearty dose of what would become
Jansenist common sense. Essentially, a casual Jansenism that did not take on Unigenitus or the
authorities directly remained legally permissible.443
The Illicit Trade
When Unigenitus was promulgated and published in 1713 and 1714, it did not just condemn the
Réflexions morales. It also condemned “all other books or libels, whether in manuscript or in print,
or (God forbid) which could be printed in the future in defense of the said book.”444 Because of
this clause, explicitly anti-Unigenitus Jansenist polemics were forced into the common
clandestine printing and distribution channels in the Netherlands and the French provinces, and,
more surprisingly, the Jansenists created new channels for clandestine printing in Paris itself.
While many works were produced in the Low Countries and in the provinces and while some
stayed and were sold and distributed in those locations, the goal of Jansenist polemicists was first
and foremost to flood Paris with Jansenist print and to influence public judgment from the capital
outward. Although the products produced in the different locales overlapped in some instances,
lengthier works tended to be produced in the Low Countries and in the provinces while pamphlets
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and feuilles volantes were often printed in Paris itself. While all aspects of the clandestine trade
were intimately connected, distinct dynamics, as we shall see, were at play in each particular
locale.
The Low Countries and the Jansenist Book
When police commissaire Nicolas De La Mare was writing his Traité de la police in the early
eighteenth century, before Unigenitus, he divided books coming from the Netherlands into three
categories: “the good, the very bad, and the counterfeit.” He attributed the success of the Dutch
book trade to “the liberty that is given in Holland to print indifferently books on all sorts of
subjects, for all sorts of sects, for and against all states, and against the most eminent people of
Europe,” and he encouraged authorities to make every effort to stop the import of such books.445
This illicit trade was in place by the beginning of the eighteenth century in large part thanks to the
refugee Huguenot printers who had been there since the wars of religion and in still greater
numbers after the 1685 revocation of the Edict of Nantes.446 The Jansenists were well-positioned
to take advantage of the liberty of the Dutch book trade, as the Low Countries had been a refuge
for leading Jansenists since the late seventeenth century.447 Quesnel himself lived with a
bookseller, Arnold Joseph de Brigode Dubois, in Amsterdam. Furthermore, in the wake of
Unigenitus and the wave of exiles that it set off, the number of Jansenist refugees in the
Netherlands, especially in Amsterdam and Utrecht, only increased.448
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In its early days, Jansenist printing in the Low Countries was directed by Quesnel
himself. Quesnel received manuscripts from allies in Paris and assigned them to friendly
booksellers, such as Brigode Dubois or Nicolas Poitgieter, who then assigned them to printers.449
Many of the most significant and earliest editions of Jansenist polemics, including the 1714 and
1721 editions of the Hexaples, were printed in the Netherlands, under the supervision of Quesnel
and his associates, who regularly corresponded with Jansenists in Paris and shipped books and
other ephemeral works to them.450 Leonard Dilhe’s copy of the 1721 edition of the Hexaples
provides detailed insight into the process that was used to bring such works to the public.451 As
Dilhe wrote on a flyleaf, the book was intended above all for a Parisian audience. The Amsterdam
printer Jean Beus began printing it for the Amsterdam bookseller Nicolas Potgieter already in
April 1718, and Dilhe, with the aid of Quesnel and Jacques Fouillou, oversaw the printing.452 In
the years after Quesnel’s 1719 death, Nicolas Le Gros took over direction of the Dutch trade from
Utrecht, rather than Amsterdam.453
This branch of the trade was fundamentally different from that conducted by the
legitimate Parisian printers. While Parisian printers and booksellers sold Bibles, seventeenthcentury Jansenist classics, schoolbooks, devotional works, pastoral instructions, and lawyerly
consultations and briefs, Dutch printers and booksellers, such as Jean Potgieter of Amsterdam,
Theodore Wytmans of the Hague, and Gerard Kribber of Utrecht, addressed Unigenitus much
more directly in their printing and bookselling activities. A series of their catalogues from 1714 to
1719, for instance, featured “writings published in the last few years on the subject of the book of
Réflexions morales sur le nouveau testament,” “other writings concerning the present disputes,”
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and “writings on the occasion of the Constitution Unigenitus of 8 September 1713.”454 Unless
otherwise specified, all of the works that they sold were printed in cheap, small-format, duodecimo editions, and they made clear that they would continue to produce other works on the
controversies and that some were already “under press.”455
Potgieter, Wytmans, and Kribber printed and sold polemical works and works designed to
inform readers on the disputes over Unigenitus. These included Jansenist editions of Unigenitus
with commentary; commentaries on the Bull, such as Vivien De La Borde’s Examen de la
constitution du 8 septembre 1713 selon la méthode des géometres; works on reading and
interpretive methods, including Nicolas Petitpied’s Régles de l’équité naturelle et du bon sens
pour l’examen de la Constitution du 8 septembre 1713, and the most famous early antiUnigenitus polemics, Du Témoignage de la vérité and the Hexaples.456 Starting in 1717, they also
began to sell works justifying the appeal, as well as many printed copies of appeals.457 The vast
majority of these books were printed in French.458 Some of the works they printed and sold were
not directly about Unigenitus, but were on subjects that helped to contextualize the Bull and to
prove its injustice in the eyes of readers pretextually. One such subcategory consisted of “writings
touching the late troubles of Port-Royal des Champs,” which memorialized Jansenist persecution
while helping to situate Unigenitus in a longer narrative of Church and state oppression of the
Jansenists.459 Another presented “writings touching the affairs of China,” which helped to
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demonstrate the supposed novelty and moral laxity of the Jesuits and their supposed relativism,
which would, in the Jansenist estimation, lead to the collapse of Catholicism.460 Still another
subcategory made this case more broadly, presenting “some other writings concerning the
Jesuits.”461 What these categories show, and what the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques made even
more explicit, is the way in which the Jansenists, through their exploitation of media, were able to
make Unigenitus the prism through which many other developments, sometimes not even clearly
related to the Bull, were viewed. In contrast to Desprez’s or Lottin’s catalogues, those of
Potgieter, Wytmans, and Kribber were filled with works that were directly polemical and, indeed,
political.
While the Dutch trade in Jansenist works was dominated by Brigode Dubois, Potgieter,
Wytmans, and Kribber in the early years of the Unigenitus controversies, other Dutch printers and
booksellers contributed to the trade in the 1720s and 1730s.462 Exploiting his connections to Le
Gros and the Jansenists in Utrecht, Corneille Guillaume Le Febvre printed and sold a variety of
Jansenist works, including the original editions of Le Gros’ Abrégé chronologique. Other works,
including the collected editions of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, which started to appear in 1735,
were printed in Utrecht, “at the expense of the company.”463 So widespread was Jansenist
printing in the Low Countries that one police spy, reporting from Holland in 1732, noted, “the
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provinces of Holland are filled continuously with Jansenists, Quesnelist, or people opposed to the
regulations of the present times.”464
The goal of this trade was to get books back into France. Readers knew that the Low
Countries were a hub for Jansenist printing, and they sought out Dutch-printed books. Provincial
and Parisian booksellers and colporteurs also stocked their inventories with these works. In 1717,
for instance, an Oratorian from Nantes asked Quesnel which booksellers in Amsterdam he could
contact for books on the subject of Unigenitus, stating that “many people would be happy to find
such works,” “they would do an infinite good,” and they could “save so to speak the faith in the
days of darkness.”465 In many instances, manuscripts travelled from Paris to the Low Countries,
where they were printed, and these printed versions made their way back through the French
provinces and into Paris in the carts of men such as Martin Baudrier.466 Booksellers such as
Charles Osmont in Paris and peddlers such as Jacques Coquaire were eager to receive Dutchprinted books and to sell them to readers equally eager to read them.467 Because of the number
of Jansenist exiles and refugees based in the Netherlands and because of the relatively lax laws
governing printing there, the Jansenists were able to gain a foothold where their books could be
printed freely and under Jansenist supervision. French authorities could do little to stop them.
The Provincial Trade
In the French provinces, many of the have-nots of French book trade consolidation at the end of
the seventeenth century were also driven to participate in the production of Jansenist books and
to act as nodes in transportation networks that brought Jansenist books from the Low Countries
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to Paris. While illicit books were printed in Lyon, Caen, Troyes, Orléans, Chartres, Evreux, Reims,
Melun, Beauvais, Dieppe, and nearly all printing outposts throughout the kingdom, Rouen was a
particularly important provincial location for the clandestine book trade during the first half of the
eighteenth century. In Rouen, printers carried out their work with impunity, and its waterways and
location relatively between the Low Countries and Paris made it an ideal stopping point between
Paris and the Netherlands.468 Rouennais printers were still different from their Parisian and Dutch
counterparts who engaged in the trade in Jansenist books. They seem to have had fewer
contacts with Jansenist authors themselves, but they contributed mightily to the spread of
Jansenist polemical works through pirating, transporting, and reselling texts produced elsewhere.
To understand the working of this more informal and less committed network of provincial printing
and bookselling that, nonetheless, help to spread Jansenist polemical works, we will follow the
engagements of one family of Rouennais printers, the Jores, with this trade.469
In September 1712, almost a year before the arrival of Unigenitus in France, Claude Jore
was arrested as a “printer and distributor of banned and condemned books.” He was accused of
printing a wide range of works “against the Religion and the State,” including l’Injuste accusation
de jansénisme; les Réflexions sur le mèmoire de Mgr. le Dauphin, also concerned with
Jansenism; and non-religious materials, such as L’Éspion turc.470 The works he printed and sold
show the extent to which the illegal book trade of the time was a place that was, at once, awash
in Jansenist print, libel literature, libertine novels, and counterfeited books. For this offense, Jore
was released in early December 1712, ordered to pay a relatively small fine, forbidden expressly
from recidivism, and apparently banished from the book trade.471
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Jore ignored these orders, and he was arrested again in March 1714 by the Paris police,
this time with other printers who worked under his employ and with a stock much more markedly
about the “matters of the times.” In the first raid associated with Jore’s activities in 1714, police
went to the house of François Vautier. There, they found Latin works on Jansenism, a copy of the
Nouveau Testament du père Quesnel denoncé à l’Academie Française, a stab-stitched Jansenist
copy of Unigenitus, four copies of the recently condemned Réflexions morales, and a large
packet of pastoral instructions of the forty, among other works. The raid of Jore’s shop turned up
a similar array of books, including also various formats of the Nouveau Testament de Mons. Jore
and Vautier clearly did not print all of these themselves. However, in the months after the
acceptance of Unigenitus, they became a reliable source in Rouen for works on the Unigenitus
controversies and were suspected of sending hundreds of copies of such works into Paris.472
The increase in books on the Unigenitus controversies in Jore’s and Vautier’s stocks can
best be explained by the lucrative rewards of printing and selling such works, and Rouen was a
prime location to capitalize on the trade. Its distance from the capital rendered policing less
effective, but as Jore’s arrests attest, Rouennais printers were not beyond the authorities’ reach.
Nevertheless, they developed strategies to deal with policing in the book trade, including the
cultivation of powerful contacts who could protect them and the creation of narratives that could
create some degree of plausible deniability when they were arrested.
In Rouen, Jore was apparently especially well-connected. As he stated in a June 1714
letter to D’Argenson, his arrest was the product of a Parisian printer’s grudge against him. He had
the support of powerful people, including the abbé Bignon, the king’s librarian, and even many
Jesuits, since he was not himself an open and committed Jansenist. Furthermore, his printing and
selling of Jansenist books only helped to further the support he received, as Jansenist priests
wrote to authorities on his behalf in the wake of his arrest.473
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Jore also attempted to minimize the extent of his transgressions in D’Argenson’s eyes.
He informed the lieutenant general that, in early 1713, he had sold his stock to fellow Rouennais
printer, Abraham Viret. He only continued to sell books when people came to him because of his
well-known status in Rouen, and the books that he sold were counterfeit books for the provincial
market, not books intended to flow back into Paris. He claimed that he took no interest in the
controversies, and, indeed, that he had told Viret and Vautier not to get mixed up in them,
advising the latter explicitly against printing a copy of Unigenitus. He communicated to
D’Argenson that, when a customer asked him if he could procure a copy of La constitution
Unigenitus, en quatre colonnes, Jore told him that he did not wish to be involved in the disputes,
but that he was sure that Vautier had them. For his part, “[He] would not worry [himself] with
neither Jansenius nor Molina.”474
While it is possible that Jore was telling the truth, D’Argenson certainly did not believe
him. The books seized in Vautier’s shop, Jore’s acknowledged relationships with Viret and
Vautier, and Jore’s own remaining stock all suggested to D’Argenson that Jore was printing and
selling books, now on the Unigenitus controversies, despite his ban from practicing the trade. In a
1714 report, D’Argenson noted that Jore had admitted that he was still engaged in printing and
bookselling even after his ban and that he printed works about Unigenitus. While Jore had
powerful protectors, D’Argenson concluded his report by justifying his decision to keep Jore in
prison, in part because of his prominence in the Rouen trade. He stated that “the license of the
printers of Rouen, greater in that city than in any other, [had] a need for this example, especially
in a time when the abuse of libels seemed to have passed into usage and troubled the public
tranquility much more than it ever had.”475 This time, Jore would remain in prison until September
1715 as an example to other printers.
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But, what does Jore’s case demonstrate about the provincial book trade in Jansenist
works? As D’Argenson’s report suggested, Jore was not exactly a normal case. He had relatively
powerful connections to call upon, customers returned to him even though he had supposedly
closed shop, and he had a superior position to other lesser provincial printers, such as Vautier
and Viret. It was this very prominence in the provincial trade that made him a good candidate for
the exemplary punishment he received in the form of a relatively long prison stay. Furthermore,
going beyond Jore’s particular case, D’Argenson’s report made clear that, in the immediate
aftermath of Unigenitus, the book trade was throwing France into crisis, and the provincial trade,
particularly that based in Rouen, played an outsized role in fomenting disturbances to the “public
tranquility.” Jore was seen by the police as the example par excellence of this trade, even if, or
perhaps because, he was better connected and more successful than his counterparts.
By his own admission, Jore was also exemplary of the provincial trade and perhaps the
illicit trade more generally, in his lack of ideological commitment. While “[he] would not worry
[himself] with neither Jansenius nor Molina,” he was happy to play both sides. As Robert Darnton
has long maintained, printers and especially illicit printers had few ideological commitments, and
their decisions concerning what to print were driven almost entirely by economic calculations.476
Catherine Maire has questioned the extent to which this is true for Jansenist printers, suggesting
that many of the Jansenists’ printers were ideologically committed to the cause.477 Nicolas LyonCaen has confirmed Jansenist commitments, especially among many powerful Parisian
printers.478 Nevertheless, by contrast, the illicit printers and booksellers who printed and sold the
most inflammatory polemical tracts, men such as Jore, Vautier, Viret, fellow Rouen-based printer
Robert Machuel, or as we shall see, Sainte Menehould-based printer Gabriel Duliège, appear to
have been driven more by financial considerations than by ideological commitment. Jore, Viret,
and Vautier printed and sold works for both sides in the controversy and then printed and sold
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works against such religious controversies as they began to print the works of the early French
Enlightenment.479
Whether these printers cared about the fate of Unigenitus or not, Jansenism was simply
good business, and the printers of Rouen continued to print and distribute Jansenist works long
after Claude Jore’s 1714 arrest. Vautier, for instance, was arrested again in July 1718 for printing
Jansenist polemical works.480 Meanwhile, Claude Jore’s son, Claude François Jore, went on to
his own career as what Voltaire called “one of those printers who makes everything without
permission.”481 In May 1734, Jore was arrested for printing the first edition of Voltaire’s Lettres
philosophiques to contain the vehemently anti-Jansenist twenty-fifth letter on Pascal.482
Nevertheless, when the police raided Jore’s Parisian storehouse in search of the work Gustave
Lanson labeled “the first bomb launched against the Old Regime,” they found only eight stitched
copies of the Lettres philosophiques and fifteen more in sheets. However, they found alongside
them, thirty-two copies of the Catéchisme historique et dogmatique sur les contestations qui
divisent maintenant l’Église, twenty-four copies of the Anecdotes ou Mémoires secrets sur la
constitution Unigenitus, and many sheets of the Abrégé chronologique.483 In essence, even
twenty years after the promulgation of Unigenitus, a police hunt for the Lettres philosophiques in
the familiar channels of the illicit book trade was a hunt for an Enlightened needle in an otherwise
Jansenist haystack, bringing into question whether the Lettres philosophiques deserves its title as
Lanson’s “first bomb.”
Nevertheless, the Jores represented only one aspect of the provincial trade, which was
relatively unorganized and filled with opportunistic printers willing to print whatever sold.
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Elsewhere in the provinces, the Jansenists developed a more organized system to produce their
works. Printers in this more organized system collaborated in the efforts of the clandestine
Parisian Jansenist printers and printshop overseers. We can see this branch of the trade in action
in the network of printshops under the direction of Françoise Jourdain, otherwise known as
Madame Théodon.
Théodon was a Jansenist evangelist through and through, and she sought to spread
Jansenism in many ways. The widow of a prominent sculptor, who was the director of the
academies of painting and sculpture in Rome, Théodon returned to Paris after the death of her
husband and used her wealth to fund scholarships for boys at the Jansenist Collège of SainteBarbe and to start a school for the instruction of young girls.484 In addition to these activities, an
informant against her detailed that, in March 1733, Théodon was the director of at least three
Jansenist printshops, one in the Champagne town of Sainte-Menehould, one in Gif-sur-Yvette in
the suburbs of Paris, and one on rue du Pot-au-lait in the capital itself. 485 As the network of three
shops suggests, Théodon was intimately connected to the Jansenist printing operation in the
provinces and in Paris, and she also played a role in importing illicit Jansenist print from the Low
Countries.486 Furthermore, as more information came in from other sources, Théodon’s influence
over the coordinated efforts to print Jansenist works in the provinces and in Paris became more
apparent to police. She printed not only books, but also the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques. Instead of
three printshops, she was suspected of directing sixteen, with eleven presses in one alone and
sixty presses in total.487 An obituary later revealed that Théodon had invented the formal,
coordinated system by which the Jansenists printed and distributed the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques
and many other illicit, polemical works.488 Her role was so central that a police informant hoped
that a “lightning strike” against Théodon’s operations could “dissipate the troop, throw the
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operation off balance, suspend, at least, the work and operations of the party in France, if it would
not annihilate it, and leave [the police] in a state to learn many things from the prisoners.”489 What
they recovered in their raids of the three shops reveals much about this part of the trade.
At the end of April 1733, the police raided the Sainte Menehould printshop of Gabriel
Duliège, and they arrested Duliège for printing “works against the Constitution.” While the police
were unable to catch Théodon in the raid, they seized a large amount of Jansenist print and
gathered evidence of printing practices and of the organization of the whole enterprise. Under the
press, they found copies of L’Autorité des miracles des appellans dans l’Église, a work in defense
of the miracles of François de Pâris. There were only three or four quarto sheets printed, but
already four to five hundred copies, suggesting that that work may have been printed in a
relatively modest print-run. They also found 1200 copies of the Catéchisme historique et
dogmatique sur les contestations qui divisent maintenant l’Église in octavo, as well as other
works, including a part of a new edition of Pascal’s Lettres provinciales. What was clear to the
commissaire who reported on the raid was that “Duliège does not appear to have printed a
complete work.”490
Jansenist printing under Théodon not only relied on multiple presses, but it also
depended on coordination among them and direction from above. As the raid of Duliège’s
printshop shows, he was only due to print six sheets of L’Autorité des miracles des appellans
dans l’Église. These six sheets amount to only seventy-two pages of a book that was printed in
three volumes. Elsewhere, he printed only signatures R, S, T, U, X, Y, Z of the new edition of
Pascal’s Lettres provinciales, meaning that the rest of the work was printed elsewhere, perhaps in
Gif-sur-Yvette or rue du Pot-au-lait. The distribution of printing among different printshops helped
to act as a safeguard against the kind of strike the police informant had imagined that would
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“annihilate” the Jansenist printing operation in France. The seizure of one shop could not even
stop a single edition but merely delay its release as a new printing location was found. Works
could also appear faster than they otherwise would, with many shops working on the same texts
simultaneously. Finally, the information recovered from the raid on Duliège’s shop also made
clear that the Jansenists took pains to confuse the police by buying uniform type for each
printshop and by sending each the same paper for each edition.491
This side of the trade was clearly more organized than the purely opportunistic side of the
trade represented by the Jores, who seem to have treated the Jansenist works they printed and
sold like any other popular works, which could fall prey to counterfeits and piracies. Nevertheless,
while Théodon was ideologically motivated, even the printers with whom she worked most
closely, such as Duliège, may have only been committed so far as the work was profitable.
Théodon promised Duliège large sums of money for his work and asked him essentially to work
on retainer, not taking work from other potential clients, because his work for the Jansenists
would be profitable enough.492 The police viewed the “mercenary” character of printers as
exploitable, and they hoped to gain information from them when they arrested them, as they
assumed that their lack of ideological commitment would lead them to inform upon those directing
the operation and composing the texts.493 Nonetheless, they were often frustrated; as the
Cardinal de Fleury himself remarked, “there is something supernatural in the invincible obstinacy
of all these sorts of people.”494 The financial backing and protection offered by the Jansenists
appears to have been enough to secure the loyalty of printers such as Duliège.
The Jansenists were able to secure this financially motivated allegiance through the socalled boîte à Perrette, an ingenious funding system that enabled Jansenists to buy the loyalty of
printers, support exiled priests and authors, and subsidize the printing and distribution of works to
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ensure that they reached even poor reading audiences. The boîte à Perrette, which supposedly
received its name from a servant to whom Pierre Nicole left his money to support the cause, grew
from the late seventeenth to the early eighteenth century.495 Jansenists left money to the fund in
their wills and the fund grew to 1,100,000 livres tournois during the 1730s and 1740s and to
between two-and-a-half to three million livres tournois of capital by 1780.496 As Nicolas LyonCaen has argued, donations to the fund not only helped to support exiled priests and the
polemical efforts of the Jansenists but also helped to solidify group identity and the feelings of
belonging that individuals had as they and their families quite literally became invested in the
movement.497 These funds supported works printed in the Low Countries “at the expense of the
company,” as well as works printed in the provinces without the names of printers or funders,
and, as we shall see, works printed in Paris itself.
Parisian Printing of Jansenist Works
A pervasive view of the underground printing trade of eighteenth-century France is that it
occurred in the provinces or in foreign countries, such as the Netherlands or Switzerland, but
rarely took place in Paris itself. Paris, in this prevailing narrative, was a site of distribution for illicit
works, not of production.498 As we have already seen, the provincial and foreign trades were
extremely important in the production of Jansenist print. Nevertheless, what is far more striking is
the centrality of Paris to this illicit trade.499 Many of the most inflammatory Jansenist polemical
works were produced in the capital itself thanks to measures that Jansenist printers and
overseers took to ensure the safety of the trade. Under the direction of overseers, such as
Théodon and Montgeron, Jansenist print was spread out among many shops to prevent
wholesale shutdowns. The Jansenists employed a clever pyramidal scheme for the production
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and distribution of texts to avoid informants or captives being able to give up too much
information regarding the operation as a whole. They used a series of printshop practices and
what authorities believed to be a new technology—roller printing—to minimize the effectiveness
of policing.500
Finally, they enlisted spies within the police, solicited powerful protectors, and, most importantly,
attempted to garner support from the community through charity and the narration of their own
repression, which also served to draw readers to the works they produced. The ability to print in
Paris and its environs enabled Jansenist polemicist to have a closer and more immediate
relationship with the reading audience that they most sought to shape.
Many of the Parisian printers of Jansenist works were among the have-nots of absolutist
centralization and the consolidation of the book trade. There were papermakers such as Claude
Denis Jourdain and Robert Jourdain, who had been excluded from the trade by a 1686
regulation, which restricted the formal print and book trade to printers and booksellers.501 There
were journeymen and apprentice printers, such as Jean Noel Lacaille, Pierre Tassoncour, and
Jean Rollin, who were arrested for printing a copy of a life of François de Pâris in an apartment
above the legitimate printshop of Charles Osmont.502 Men such as these were harmed by
regulations that limited the number of printers and thus made it harder for young printers to rise
through the ranks of the imprimerie to the level of master. There were the plainly destitute such
as François Gibault, who were established printers but who did not have the money to afford their
own presses and so developed other ways to conduct their business, as we shall see. Finally,
there were women, such as Marie-Therese Langlois and her niece Ursule Lombard, who were
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arrested in September 1731 for printing the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, or Anne Real, arrested ten
years earlier for printing various works against Unigenitus.503 These women were typically the
wives of printers or booksellers. Marie-Therese Langlois was married to printer Joseph Bulot, and
Anne Real was married to bookseller François Babuty, but they still played an important role in
the production of Jansenist print alongside their husbands, not simply as stand-ins for their
husbands following their husbands’ deaths, as was more common in the early modern French
book trade. Few of the printers of these more illicit works were established printers in Paris, but at
least one such printer, Claude de Hansy, was arrested on multiple occasions for Jansenist
printing, including for printing the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques.504
The centrally coordinated nature of the Jansenist illicit printing operation in Paris can be
seen clearly in the publication of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques. The production of the Nouvelles
was always directed by its editorial leadership, even though the actual printing work was spread
out among many printers. The editorial team behind the Nouvelles, referred to in its pages as the
“theological academy” or by its adversaries as the “theological correspondence desk,” included
Jean-Baptiste and Marc-Antoine Dessesarts, two deacons from a merchant family, and a group of
theologians associated with the Parisian seminary of Saint-Magloire, including Pierre-Simon
Chaperon de Fernanville, Jean-Baptiste Le Sesne de Ménilles d’Étemare, Philippe Boursier,
Philippe Boucher, Elie Boucher, Louis Troya d’Assigny, Pierre Vaillant, Jacques-Joseph Duguet,
and François Joubert. The Nouvelles’ primary author until his 1761 death was Jacques Fontaine
de la Roche, who was succeeded by Claude Guénin, known as the abbé de Saint-Marc.505 La
Roche gathered information from far-flung sources and was responsible for the content of the
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work.506 Nevertheless, a wide array of printers, printers’ overseers, and peddlers contributed to
the way in which the Nouvelles was given form and circulation.
A 1731 engraving showed how the Jansenists produced and distributed the Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques. The engraving detailed the pyramidal system for book distribution that Théodon
had supposedly conceived and explained the safeguards that ensured that the author would
never be caught and the Nouvelles would never be stopped. According to the engraving, three
correspondents would pick up the manuscript for the week’s newssheet from the author himself.
One or two sub-correspondents then would come to each of the original correspondents’ houses
to get a copy or copies of the manuscript, which each would then distribute to one or two printers.
In this way, the engraving showed that the Nouvelles was printed in seven separate shops. Once
printed, different peddlers would come to each printshop to pick up the completed copies of the
Nouvelles for distribution.507
The system was structured such that each branch of the tree was entirely independent of
all others, and individuals only knew the identity of the people directly above and below them. If
one peddler or one printer in one branch were arrested, he or she could only give up two people,
and the information that they gave would never imperil the other branches and, thus, never the
Nouvelles as a whole. There were also other safeguards built into the system, including
safehouses for printers and sub-correspondents in case their subordinates were arrested and
specific meeting times so that one could tell if a subordinate had run into trouble and one needed
to retreat to a safehouse. Finally, as one ascended the pyramid towards higher-level assets,
individuals were more ideologically committed or more financially incentivized to be loyal, helping
to render a roll-up to the author less likely.508
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In the same year the engraving appeared, Marie-Therese Langlois and Ursule Lombard
were arrested, and under interrogation by Louis Pierre Regnard, the most aggressive police
commissaire in pursuit of Jansenist print, they confirmed the basic structure presented in the
engraving. Langlois stated that she and Lombard had not been printing the Nouvelles for long,
but they had only just begun to print the Jansenist newssheet and purely because the job would
be profitable to the tune of 90 livres tournois per 1500 copies printed.509 She explained that they
were not the only printers working on the Nouvelles. The paper was produced in various locations
and in very large numbers, up to six-thousand copies per week, according to one estimate.510
And, the system appeared to work. The two women could not or would not give the police much
information beyond that. For their part, the police believed there was at least one more printshop
printing the Nouvelles, and they were certain that it was in Paris or in its environs.511
This system, however, was not the only means by which Jansenist polemicists sought to
protect their wares from the prying eyes of the police. The success of the Jansenist printing
system also depended on the adoption of a series of secretive printshop practices. In the first
place, Jansenists adopted a series of printshop practices that helped to minimize risk. Jansenist
presses often worked at night to reduce the chance that they would be raided.512 They were
located where the noise of printing would be less likely to be heard, and workers were forced to
stay in the shops while work was underway so as not to give locations away by their comings and
goings.513
More interesting still, Jansenist printers introduced what one police informant referred to
as “a new invention in the print trade,” which made printing cheaper, more mobile, silent, and
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secure. This “invention” was roller printing, or l’imprimérie au rouleau.514 The informant was
wrong to call the Jansenist use of roller printing an invention. Roller printing is one of the oldest
forms of printing in the world, invented in China in the seventh century, albeit to print woodblocks
rather than moveable type. More importantly, roller printing was a technique already in use in
early modern France for printing proof-sheets.515 A printing manual from the end of the eighteenth
century explains the technique, in which one composed type in forms, inked the type, and placed
paper on top of the inked form, as one would when printing with a hand-press. One then ran a
heavy wooden or copper roller over the paper to apply the pressure to print the sheet.516 The
Jansenists’ innovation was to use this technique to print works for public consumption.
While the police first heard rumblings about the use of the technique in 1725, it was
formally banned in May 1728.517 Roller printing, which in the words of its supposed “inventor”
allowed for the creation of a “mobile printshop,” enabled printing without a press, which was
silent, making it harder for the authorities to discover printshops; cheaper, making it possible for
more people to print without the expense of purchasing presses and leading to a less expensive
product; and more mobile, capable of being quickly moved in the event that a raid was coming.518
The Jansenists used roller printing to print copies of Unigenitus, other short pamphlets, and,
above all, the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, and they used the technique especially in their Parisian
operations.519
To go along with these practices and printing methods, which rendered raids less likely
and less effective, Jansenist polemicists also enlisted the aid of spies within the police. In
September 1730, a man named Laurent, René Hérault’s personal servant, was being paid by the
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Jansenists to provide information concerning what was going on in the offices of the police and to
warn them concerning coming raids.520 This information, if it did not enable the Jansenists to
move presses in time to avoid the police, likely enabled many printed works to be spared from
police seizure. The police regularly came up empty on raids, and these informants may have
played a role in disrupting their efforts.
Jansenist polemicists also cultivated powerful protectors and community support to
lessen the will to raid their shops and limit the effectiveness of police efforts to gain information
concerning their operations. Montgeron, for instance, was not only an author and a printshop
supervisor, but also a prominent protector of the trade. As Jean Du Castre d’Auvigny, a police
informant who had acted as a hired hand for the Jansenists, explained, the Jansenist printing
operation was enabled in large part by the protection of nobles, such as the Duchesses of
Armenonville and Omont, the Marquise de Vieuxpont, as well as magistrates of the parlement of
Paris, such as Montgeron, Aiton, Pucelle, and Ogier, and even Germain Louis Chauvelin, the
Keeper of the Seals, who was also tasked in part with overseeing the book trade.521 The police
were less inclined to arrest printers under the protection of Montgeron, for example, because of
the uproar he could raise in the parlement of Paris if they did so.522
Also important was the support that Jansenist authors, their printers, and their peddlers
received from the public. This support took several forms. In the first place, communities, such as
the parish of Saint Victor in Orléans, came to the defense of their priest when he was arrested for
spreading Jansenism, writing two letters to the regent in 1718, one signed by sixty people from
the parish and the other signed by over one-hundred, including clerics, officials, and ordinary
laypeople, proclaiming “the voice of the public announces his innocence.”523 Other communities
took action to ensure that members of the community did not inform against Jansenist authors,
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printers, and booksellers, forcing the police to guard the identities of informants to help them
avoid mistreatment from their neighbors.524 The Jansenists also sought to garner support from
the public by reminding readers and auditors that God would reward the persecuted and those
who stood with them. When the police were hunting for the abbé Bazin in November 1725 for his
role in the distribution of manuscript newssheets and printed news, they ran into problems when
few would inform against him. A police informant noted that rumors were circulating about how
the police had mistreated a woman in the Bastille in their efforts to extract information from her
concerning the abbé. In response to these rumors, the community refused to give any
information, and the police remarked that the people had circulated Psalm 117 along with “a type
of exhortation or instruction […] to fortify themselves in the part they had taken,” noting that the
powers-that-be were on the side of the Jesuits and the Constitution while “persecution was the lot
of the appellants.” Nonetheless, truth was on their side, and “God invisibly protects the defenders
of the truth.”525 It was, thus, in the long-term interest of the people to side with the Jansenists not
only because they could be shunned by their communities if they did not, but also because of a
divine promise of protection. The mouche who provided the report concluded by stating that he
believed the Jansenists were in the process of writing and printing a piece to that effect, showing
the ways in which street-level discourse could rise to the press and thus spread.
This community support was not spontaneous. In the early days, it was often fueled by
rumors, but from 23 February 1728, it would be actively pursued by the Jansenists in the pages of
the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, which dramatically narrated both police attempts at repressing
Jansenist print and the heroics of Jansenist authors and book trade workers to skirt and resist
censorship and policing. Among the topics most reported on by the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques
was the distribution of the newssheet itself and the efforts of Church and Throne to halt that
distribution. These reports took the form of articles on the arrests, imprisonments, interrogations,
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and punishments of individuals connected to the Jansenist book trade such as Martin Baudrier,
Jean-Joseph Grillot, and many others.526 Women arrested for their association with the trade
seemed to cut especially sympathetic figures for the Jansenist public. In July 1728, for example,
the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques reported on the arrest of Madame Théodon herself. The Nouvelles
emphasized her sex, age, and piety, which, when she was under interrogation, had impressed all
present. The newssheet continued, “as the detention of a person of that sex, that age, and that
character appeared very odious, Monsieur Hérault, apparently with regard for the judgment of the
public, and perhaps also with respect for the piety of that Lady, recommended that great care be
taken of her.”527 In this way, the article made a point of highlighting her sex and playing up
gendered stereotypes of female piety to figure her as a kind of damsel in distress—something
Théodon most certainly was not. At the same time, it underscored the role that assumptions of
public sympathy for her based on her sex played in the leniency with which she was treated.
Théodon’s case was not singular, and examples such as hers inspired chatter and action.528 In
1730, a police informant recounted how a female prisoner’s piety had embarrassed her
interrogators and how this story had gone from the street, to the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, back
to the streets, and had finally reached the dinner table of the Archbishop of Paris.529 In it, the
police were made to look like the persecutors of truth itself.
Such individual cases helped to give faces or at least names to Jansenist persecution,
but the case against Church and state repression of Jansenist print and, particularly, of the
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques was also made in more general terms. Nicolas Le Gros’ 1735 “Premier
discours sur les Nouvelles ecclésiastiques” highlighted the undesirable fate of “booksellers,
printers, peddlers, and others,” who were “put in prison, knocked out of their masterships,
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banished, condemned to fines or to the stocks on the accusation of having printed or distributed
books opposed to the Constitution or simply disagreeable to the Jesuits, however, useful they
could be elsewhere to the Church or the State.”530 Jansenist authors hoped that such figures cut
good examples of persecution with which to garner the support of the community, and they
provided readers with such examples outside of the newssheet in other media, including
engravings, as well. In all of these articles and images, Jansenist polemicists portrayed the
authorities’ efforts as serious attempts at repression that were, nonetheless, unsuccessful. In the
case of a 1732 engraving, which depicted Archbishop of Paris Charles-Gaspard-Guillaume de
Vintimille du Luc’s April 1732 condemnation of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, the author of the
Nouvelles is seen still at work, and a well-to-do peddler in the back is distributing the Nouvelles to
a reader while a combination of lawyers and priests read the news in the foreground as children
and women read the news in the back-left corner of the engraving. These activities appear
uninterrupted by the archbishop’s actions.531
Not only did the condemnation of books and the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques and the hunt
for the workers who produced and distributed them fail to interrupt the production and
consumption of such works, but as the author of the Nouvelles noted, as early as 25 June 1729,
“nothing is more capable of exciting the groans of decent people concerning the true evils of the
Church than to see the open war declared against good books and the most edifying works in
every genre.”532 This theme was elaborated further in a 1750 letter to Nicolas-René Berryer, then
lieutenant general of the police of Paris, by a Jansenist abbé from Tours, who had been in the
Bastille since 1747. Knowing that the police wanted to halt the production and distribution of the
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques to bring “all the world to peace,” the abbé Cormaille stated that he was
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in no position to do so, but that the repressive means that the police employed were
counterproductive. He noted that the newssheet already had credit among the public and that all
efforts to condemn it or to stop its distribution only served to credit it more because “we strive
after the forbidden.” In place of the constant raids, arrests, and exiles, he suggested a new
strategy. Remarking that the newssheet reported constantly on the “bad treatment to which those
who have not received the Bull are exposed,” he suggested that police stop arresting Jansenists
and stop hunting their works because this strategy would starve the newssheet of content and
readers. According to the abbé, it was these tales of persecution that “piqued the curiosity of the
public and that made these leaves hunted with so much eagerness and read with so much
avidity.”533
The abbé Cormaille, in effect, captured perfectly the feedback loop that drew in a
Jansenist reading audience, maintained its interest, and garnered its support against the police
and other authorities that opposed them. With each effort made by the police to counteract the
Nouvelles, its popularity only increased, and the Jansenist reading community became more
entrenched, as they as readers and the Jansenist press as producers were celebrated as
defenders of the truth against arbitrary power. This print output, largely on the part of the havenots of absolutist centralization and book trade consolidation, worked to erect a countervailing
force against the absolutist state and the ultramontane Church in the form of the public, which, as
the author of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques declared in 1732, “is a judge that [the authors of evil]
never could corrupt.”534
All of these strategies and techniques—the exploitation of formal and informal extant
channels of clandestine print production in the Low Countries and the provinces; the invention of
a highly coordinated system for the production of clandestine works within Paris and its environs;
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the use of secretive printshop practices; the repurposing of roller printing for publication, rather
than proof-printing; the use of police spies; and the cultivation of powerful and public support, in
part, through the narration of police efforts to shut down the Jansenist press itself—helped
Jansenist print to see the light of day. They did not, however, ensure its circulation. Here, we
must examine how such works were distributed, formally and informally, and circulated further.
Distribution
The ways in which Jansenist messaging reached its readers and auditors were as diverse as
those by which it was produced and the various forms that it took. Different modes of distribution
were employed for different products. Legally printed texts were distributed through different
channels than illicit ones. Texts, images, and speech did not necessarily flow from and to the
same people. Some messages were delivered in highly coordinated and directed ways while
others were transmitted more haphazardly by zealous individuals who wanted to take the fight
against Unigenitus into their own hands. Finally, after the initial distribution of texts from the
printshop to the people or the spoken word from the pulpit to the flock, these texts and words
circulated further horizontally among different audiences. As we shall see, these formal channels
and informal networks all tended towards the same end—the spread and amplification of
Jansenist messaging—and they overlapped in significant ways. Furthermore, the very means by
which Jansenist messages reached their audiences shaped the ways in which readers and
auditors received them.
Disseminating the Written Word
Just as there was a divergence between the legitimate and illicit Jansenist printing trades, there
was also a division between the ways in which legal and illegal Jansenist prints were sold and
distributed. Licit works, including some episcopal instructions and lawyerly briefs, were typically
sold by legitimate booksellers. For instance, when the first episcopal appeals to a future Church
council came into print in April 1717, they were printed with the names of the printers and
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privilege, and sold in the shops of known booksellers.535 Similarly, lawyerly briefs were distributed
initially by the legitimate printers and booksellers who produced them.536 Nevertheless, while
texts like these could be sold, at least prior to any condemnations, in the shops of legitimate
booksellers, they often also were marketed by peddlers in the streets and on the bridges of
Paris.537 Peddlers, however, were commonly barred from reading them aloud in the streets
because, even though a learned elite composed of lawyers and clerics may have had use for
such sources, they could cause troubles among the people.538 Peddlers were often arrested for
“crying” such sources, even though they could sell them legally if they did so quietly.539
Legitimate booksellers did not often traffic in the illicit trade in Jansenist works, which
made up the majority of anti-Unigenitus print. Instead, these works were sold by scrappy peddlers
who dealt generally in illicit books in the hopes of making a sous or two, and by clerical and lay
devotees to the cause, who desired to see Unigenitus fall. Among those who sold illicit Jansenist
print were low-level and provincial booksellers and bookbinders.540 Parisian binder Antoine
Bataille sold illicit works ranging from the popular printed anti-Unigenitus song the Cantique
spirituel, to large-format, multi-volume collections of Antoine Arnauld’s correspondence, to
Montgeron’s La vérité des miracles.541 While Bataille’s business was marked by a seeming
commitment to Jansenism, a group of binders arrested in 1746 showed less serious ideological
commitments. While the wares they sold included Montgeron’s work, the Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques, and other anti-Jesuit tracts, they also sold the works of the seventeenth-century
French fabulist Jean de la Fontaine and a number of pornographic tracts, demonstrating again
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the wide array of print products that one could expect to purchase from an illicit bookseller or
peddler during the eighteenth century.542
Professional peddlers, such as Jacques and Charles Cocquaire, François Renaudot, and
Jacques Jumeau, played a crucial role in the distribution of Jansenist print throughout Paris. They
sourced the works that they sold directly from Jansenist printers and illicit printshops, and they
sold these works to parties interested in the controversy, capable of exerting influence over the
dispute, or able, in some cases, to produce still more polemical works. Renaudot, for example,
got his stock directly from the Jansenist stronghold at St. Magloire. From there, he brought these
texts to be sold at various colleges, the Sorbonne, the houses of lawyers, religious houses,
aristocratic hotels, and even the residence of the Archbishop of Paris.543 The Cocquaires were
similarly in league with the Jansenists. In 1715, they were arrested with Jansenist polemical
works, including the Hexaples and the Quatrième gemissement.544 Then, in 1723, they were
denounced for supplying two-thirds of the parish priests of Paris with reading material concerning
Unigenitus.545 Finally, in November 1728, the brothers were arrested for selling the Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques.546
Peddlers such as these were not necessarily ideologically committed to the cause. They
all sold a wide array of materials. Jumeau and his wife, for example, sold polemical works for and
against Unigenitus, alongside lawyerly briefs, various newspapers, and royal and episcopal edicts
and declarations. They operated a boutique in the Palais Royal and hid the most illicit of their
wares in their pockets. What works of Jansenist print they sold, they acquired from the
Cocquaires, and they spread these works still further by selling them to two Jansenist priests who
did their own trade in Jansenist print.547 In this sense, there was a chain of distribution that
stretched from the places of writing, in locations such as the seminary of St. Magloire, to
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underground printshops, where texts were produced on a large scale, to peddlers with direct
contacts with the printers and authors, and then to second and even third waves of peddlers.
Peddler clerics played an important role in the distribution of Jansenist print. Some, such
as the abbé Savoye of Reims, brought books from Utrecht to Rouen and into Paris for distribution
by professional peddlers.548 Some distributed libels within their own religious communities.549
Others played a role in distributing the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques and other works throughout
Paris, and still others, associated with the community of St. Hilaire, took in and sent out Jansenist
polemical works all through the night.550 The clergy who distributed Jansenist print, unlike
professional peddlers, were highly committed to the cause, and they often worked on the orders
of directors within the Jansenist book trade, such as Théodon and Montgeron.551
These priests were not the only ideologically motivated peddlers of anti-Unigenitus print.
In January 1732, for example, a medical doctor was accused of distributing the Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques and other works that he had received from the abbé Savoye. The author of the
denunciation described the works as “libels” that “produced a very bad effect” on the “many
people” to whom the doctor sold them.552 Similarly a lawyer, a librarian, and a salesman of rabbit
pelts were all accused of and arrested for distributing or selling Jansenist print.553
Women also played a key role in the distribution of Jansenist print. One of the most
significant arrests for the distribution of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques was that of Marie
Reaubourg in April 1732. Reaubourg was arrested with 875 copies of the Nouvelles, a substantial
portion of a print-run.554 Several other female peddlers were employed by Montgeron to distribute
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Jansenist print and, in particular, the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques. They served, according to the
police, “to bring prints to shops and to peddle and distribute them in the public.”555 Among these
women closely associated with the main channels of Jansenist production and distribution were
the daughters of a procureur before the parlement of Paris.556 Children also were suspected of
taking part in the trade with some peddlers as young as 13 or 14 years old being arrested.557
These men, women, and children sold different wares at a range of prices and for
different sorts of readers. While Antoine Bataille, for instance, sold Montgeron’s La vérité des
miracles for prices up to 15 livres tournois, the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques could be had for 1.5 to 3
sous a copy. Other pamphlets cost 1 or 2 sous, and a copy of the Cantique spirituel cost as little
as 3 deniers or a quarter of a sous.558 One peddler arrested with many copies of the Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques in 1747 even attempted to defend himself by stating that he did not sell the
Nouvelles, but only distributed them, hinting at the fact that some readers received the Nouvelles
for free or, at the very least, had pre-paid subscriptions of which the peddler was not aware.559
Jansenist print was also available in an array of different locations, from popular quarters
in the Faubourg St. Antoine and St. Médard to the aristocratic haunts around the Louvre and the
Faubourg St. Germain to merchants’ neighborhoods in the parish of St. Etienne.560 As one
ordonnance regulating the book trade from 1722 put it, illegal books and ephemeral literature
were sold in stands and “portable boutiques on bridges, quays, intersections, even in royal
houses,” but also in religious houses and communities, in the Sorbonne, in colleges, in the

exemplaires imprimez, intitulez: Nouvelles Ecclésiastiques, qu’elle colportoit & introduisoit dans Paris, dont elle a esté
trouvée saisie, seront lacerez & bruslez (Paris, 1732).
555
“Toutes ces femmes ont été arretées avec Jourdain, parcequ’elles travailloient dans ses imprimeries, et qu’elles
servoient à porter les imprimés dans les magazins et à les colporter et distribuer dans le public.” AB 11479, 13.
556
AB 11160, 150-160.
557
AB 11154, 322-323.
558
For the price of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, see AN X 1b 9693; for the price of Bataille’s Montgeron see, AB 11506,
80; for the price of the Cantique and other small format works sold by Bataille, see AB 10765, 280-283.
559
AB 11624, 36-38.
560
For evidence of books sold in the Faubourg St. Antoine, see AB 11606, 16; for evidence of works sold in the Faubourg
St. Marceau and in St. Medard, see AB 10633, 262-264; for evidence of works being sold in the area around the Louvre,
see AB 11592, 333; for evidence of works being sold in the parish of St. Etienne, see AB 11583, 1-2; for evidence of
works sold in the Faubourg St. Germain, see AB 11155, 300.

205

houses of lawyers, nobles, and bishops, in schools, at convulsionary assemblies, and even at the
Comédie Française.561
While some of this top-down distribution occurred at a distance removed from the
activities of the Jansenist authors and printers who produced Jansenist polemical works in the
first place, much of this system was intentionally directed and tended towards the ends aimed at
by those actors. Jansenist leaders gave texts to peddlers, who would then sell some of these
texts directly to readers and some to other peddlers, who would take them further.562 Beginning in
the late 1720s, directors of printing operations, such as Théodon and Montgeron, would
coordinate to have peddlers pick up texts to distribute in the public, fulfilling the last role within the
pyramid of production and distribution.563
Spreading the Good News Further
In addition to the printed word, top-down Jansenist messaging also came in the form of sermons,
school teaching, catechizing, singing, and reading aloud. While these activities were, above all,
oral and aural, they were intimately connected to material forms of print and to the distribution of
Jansenist texts and images.
Particularly in the years immediately following Unigenitus, from 1713 to 1729, before
many Jansenist parish priests were removed from their positions, exiled, and replaced by more
obedient clerics, sermons were important in Jansenist messaging efforts. The pulpit presented
Jansenists with opportunities to spread their biblical interpretations and, in some cases, their
more explicitly political views to an audience composed of the literate and illiterate, and to do so
from a position of institutional power and trust. In 1715, for example, the soon-to-be appellant
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priest Antoine-Denis Simon d’Albizzi was arrested on his way to the pulpit at the Church of SaintBenoît on Rue Saint Jacques in Paris following denunciations by Jesuits, who had attended his
popular sermons in the past.564 Albizzi was accused of giving sermons in French in which he
justified Jansenist interpretations of grace, defended propositions condemned by Unigenitus, and
attacked the king’s authority and the Jesuits’ honor.565 He was not alone, as two other Jansenist
priests were arrested at the same time for their anti-Unigenitus preaching.566 The Jansenist
theologian Nicolas Petitpied wrote to Quesnel in October 1718 detailing a mass said by Jacques
Jubé in which, following a French-language reading of both the Cardinal de Noailles’ appeal
against Unigenitus and scripture, he gave a sermon exhorting the faithful to take action against
Unigenitus.567 Another parish priest, Nicolas Isoard, was accused of delivering anti-Unigenitus
sermons, full of invective against the enemies of the Jansenists and even his archbishop, in Paris
as late as 1736. These sermons supposedly drew crowds that spilled out into the street because
“the people, always friend of the audacious,” flocked to hear him speak.568 These priests had the
respect of their parishioners. As one memorialist noted, the arrests of Albizzi and the other
preachers outraged the people who had come to hear their sermons.569
While these sermons allowed Jansenist priests to get the word out to an audience of both
literate and illiterate auditors, they also served to spread other forms of Jansenist polemic.
Albizzi’s arrest, for instance, led to the production of texts and engravings in his defense to
galvanize the support of the already activated flock and present them with the image and story of
a martyr for the cause.570 Furthermore, one of the Jesuits’ most powerful attacks on Albizzi was
against his work in encouraging the laity, “grand and small, learned and ignorant, men and
women,” to read scripture for themselves and compare it with other texts, perhaps the Bull itself,
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to learn what it said and to use it as a guide with little regard for what the Church taught.571 The
speech of preachers from the pulpit thus was intimately tied up in other forms of communication.
These preachers often read aloud to their flocks. Their discourse and the persecution that
followed it often led to the production of more texts and images. And they encouraged those who
heard their sermons who were interested and capable to read and pursue instruction further on
their own.
The classroom offered Jansenists yet another location in which to inform the public.
Schools and colleges such as Sainte-Agathe, Sainte-Barbe, Sainte-Marthe, and the petits-écoles
of the brothers Tabourin taught a combination of boys and girls, mostly from bourgeois and noble
backgrounds, with only a few poor children on scholarship. Some of the schools catechized their
students with Jansenist catechisms, even teaching their students how to read through the use of
such catechisms, and others engaged their students with other Jansenist reading material.572 The
nuns of Sainte-Agathe, which a police informant called, “an incubator of Jansenists,” read the
Sacy New Testament and Quesnel’s Réflexions morales to the young girls they taught.573 Other
teachers took matters even further, supposedly reading not only Jansenist catechisms and books
of piety to and with their students, but reading pro-Jansenist newspapers, including the Gazette
d’Hollande in 1719 and the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques in 1744, and other Jansenist and antiJesuit print with them.574 A teacher in the parish of St. Médard went as far as to teach his
students prayers for the intercession of François de Pâris.575 In this way, lessons could serve to
teach students Jansenist theological principles and the basically political assumptions promoted
by Jansenists regarding Jesuit plots and the origins and outcomes of Unigenitus. Being taught in
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the classroom likely provided a certain amount of trust that the information taught was legitimate
and true.
To the Jansenists’ opponents, these lessons occasioned real worries. Jansenist
education was thought to lead to the spread of Jansenism beyond the schools themselves as
students would teach their families and, when they had children of their own, their own children
about Jansenist doctrine and assumptions. As one police informant noted, probably in the early
1730s, in particularly stark, hyperbolic terms:
Public instruction is almost entirely corrupted in Paris, & leads to a general
revolution in Religion: what greater evil! & what more pressing to prevent?
Movements in matters of Religion shake the foundations of the strongest
states & lead, most often to their overthrow.

Despite his sense that action against the Jansenists in schools would lead to cries of persecution,
he advocated that the state act.576 The state did. Efforts were taken to purge Jansenist school
teachers from their posts, and even to close Jansenist schools.577 These efforts paralleled
Cardinal Fleury’s attempts to remove Jansenist clergy from positions as parish priests and send
them into exile.578 As the anonymous informant predicted, this crackdown led to the production of
more print that presented exiled Jansenist priests and schoolmasters as unjustly persecuted
martyrs for the cause.
Faced with removal from their positions, Jansenist teachers and priests brought their
sermons and their teachings elsewhere. As with print, the Jansenists’ opponents believed that
their move from daylight into the shadows radicalized their activities even further. In the
anonymous 1741 “Remarques sur les Pensions,” a document submitted to the police by a critic of
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Jansenist education, the author denounced two former Jansenist schoolmasters for continuing to
teach and for teaching still more audacious lessons than those for which they were originally
removed from their positions. The author stated that they “taught a condemned dogma more
openly than they had done in their closed communities;” they “taught publicly the [Jansenist]
Catéchisme de Montpellier;” they “had no other New Testament but that of P[asquier] Q[uesnel];”
and they “read publicly the [Jansenists’] ecclesiastical gazettes.”579 In essence, when driven
underground, these schoolteachers were emboldened to take a more explicitly political approach.
Elsewhere, priests said masses and confessed lay faithful in private homes, and convulsionary
assemblies served as places for the distribution of reading material, for speaking, and for reading
aloud.580
While teaching and preaching were primarily oral and aural forms of transmission, school
lessons and sermons often relied on written supports and led to the production and distribution of
still more writing. In this way, a cycle of Jansenist communication with no clear beginning and end
was established. Messages that began as speech often found their way into writing and print and
then back into speech and vice-versa. Furthermore, Jansenist preachers and teachers relied on
the institutional trust built into their positions to legitimize their messages, and if the pulpit and the
classroom came with some inherent trust, the book often did as well. One bizarre anecdote
concerning a Jansenist vicar in 1736 provides an example of the faith readers and auditors could
place in the authority of books. Once barred from giving public instructions, the vicar proceeded
to teach and confess the faithful in his bedroom, and he continued to say mass. When he said
mass, “he took up a book under the pretext of reading and instead of saying what was in the
book, he spread a moral in conformity with his own sentiments.”581 In essence, the vicar relied not
only on the trust that his auditors put in him as a preacher and teacher to make his Jansenist
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message heard, but also on the trust that his flock put into books to make the message still more
compelling. In this sense, teaching, preaching, and reading aloud provided ways of sharing
Jansenist messaging and information that were effective, in part, because of the dynamics of
status at play in the given scenarios in which these exercises occurred—on the one hand, the
authority of the speaker, a priest or schoolteacher; on the other hand, the authority of the book
itself.
Horizontal Circulation
While reading, aloud or in silence, preaching, and teaching all represented top-down forms of
distribution, Jansenist messaging also circulated horizontally, among friends and family and
within professional communities. These secondary forms of circulation helped to spread
Jansenist messaging further, while relying on forms of trust intrinsic to community and to
professional and familial relations, rather than formal institutions.
Sharing works with friends and family was a common practice among French Jansenists
throughout the eighteenth century. A Jansenist cleric at the Abbey Saint-Quentin named Jean
Daret admitted to sharing books on Unigenitus with a friend in 1717 so that the friend could
inform himself on the controversies.582 In July 1714, a young man was arrested for transporting a
copy of the Hexaples across Paris from a lawyer named Le Bas to a Madame Le Brest,
demonstrating further the horizontal circulation of early works of anti-Unigenitus polemic.583 While
friends and family members could share books they had in their possession while living, of
course, they also, upon their deaths, passed Jansenist works down to their friends and
relatives.584 Often, these were books of piety, including Quesnel’s Réflexions morales. For
example, Anne-Françoise Luthier gave her niece a copy of Quesnel, alongside other Jansenist
works, in 1752, and Marie Heron Brochart gave each of her children copies of Quesnel and
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Nicole in 1758, in the hopes that the reading of such books would inspire in them a “taste for
good books.”585 Nevertheless, it seems, at least in the case of Brochart, the effort to instill a “taste
for good books” in her children could send them in a different direction. While Quesnel retained a
place on their shelves, his Réflexions morales, meant to form an entire library on its own, came to
share shelf-space with the works of Voltaire, Rousseau, Marivaux, and Buffon.586 While books of
piety were often handed down within families, others left explicitly polemical works to their
friends.587 Leonard Dilhe, for example, gave an entire edition of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques to
a parlementary lawyer, Denis Rouillé des Filletières.588 Meanwhile, the Parisian priest, Adrien
Girard left a copy of the polemical Catéchisme historique et dogmatique to his cousin, Marie
Marthe Poulain, alongside other books of piety, works by the Church fathers, and engravings.589
These practices worked to make Jansenism and the fight against Unigenitus a family and
community affair, uniting relatives and friends not only through a common reading diet, but also
through the very sharing of material possessions in the form of texts.590
Other committed Jansenists attempted to spread anti-Unigenitus polemic within
professional communities. The most comprehensive of these efforts was undertaken by a priest
in Paris named Belichon in 1732. Belichon lived with a wigmaker on the rue de la Vieille Monoye,
and he hatched a plan to use a network of wigmakers and barbers throughout France, in Paris,
Besançon, Carcassonne, Nimes, Lille, Languedoc, St. Quentin, and elsewhere to spread antiUnigenitus messaging. He sent letters with anti-Unigenitus messages to wigmakers and barbers,
asking them to spread these texts further themselves and requesting the addresses of their
colleagues so that he could target them as well. The authorities believed Belichon to be motivated
by a sort of madness, rather than partisanship. How could one believe that “barbers preached in
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their boutiques?”591 Those who informed against Belichon, however, did not know whether his
actions were a joke or if they were intended “to spread writings against the Constitution among
people of all sorts of estates.” They believed that he meant to excite le menu peuple against
Unigenitus.592 They feared, by sending writings “against the King, the state, and the Church” to all
barbers and wigmakers, that the power of the messages he included would only be amplified as
they were transmitted from one member of the community to another.593
What was more, barbers and wigmakers were not the only professional community
targeted in this way. In 1737, for instance, tailors from Lyon informed the Parisian police of a
supposed plot on the part of some Jansenist tailors of Paris to send members of their community
to the communities in Grenoble and Lyon to spread Jansenism in writing and speech there.594
They worried that Jansenism could spread within their communities in the same way they feared
it had in Paris. These somewhat spontaneous and disorganized efforts to spread Jansenist
messaging through professional communities relied on built-in networks that could distribute such
messages and on trust within the communities themselves. As the informant against Belichon
from Lille noted, the more Jansenist messaging spread within the communities of wigmakers and
barbers, the more they chattered among themselves and their clients, and the greater
amplification the messages got generally. Even if Belichon or the tailors of Paris were not
members of a Jansenist polemicists’ inner-circle in the way that Théodon, Montgeron, or the
priests of St. Magloire or St. Hilaire were, they still played a role in the spread of anti-Unigenitus
sentiment horizontally that complemented the vertical forms of transmission from printshop to
people, from pulpit to flock, from classroom to student.
***
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The Paths to Information
While Jansenist polemic spread in a wide variety of ways, both formal and informal, and to
various sorts of readers and auditors, their opponents’ works spread in similar ways, if only in
smaller volume and less effectively. Pro-Unigenitus polemicists employed priests and
professional peddlers to spread their works.595 Rather than focus on Paris, the Jansenists’
stronghold, pro-Unigenitus polemicists sent their works first into the provinces.596 While proUnigenitus print did not have the kind of horizontal circulation among the people that Jansenist
print had, pro-Unigenitus forces made effective use of the pulpit to spread their message.
Jansenists in Soissons, for example, feared Jean-Joseph Languet de Gergy not only for his
writing of the most effective pro-Unigenitus polemics, but also for his weekly sermons to his
parishioners, by which means he sought “to win the people.”597
The fear that Languet de Gergy’s printed writings and sermons generated in the
Jansenists, and that Jansenist printing, preaching, teaching, peddling, chatting, and reading
struck in people such as Languet de Gergy, points to the fact that there was broad-based
agreement between both sides of the controversy that the ways in which messages were
transmitted mattered. Just as certain forms and formats of works were more likely to reach and
influence different kinds of readers, certain modes of production and distribution were more or
less capable than others at finding and influencing different audiences. Jansenist print travelled
through a number of different channels, not solely through the highly coordinated network of
clandestine printing directed from the seminary of St. Magloire. The use of multiple centers of
production, in the Low Countries, in the provinces, and in Paris, enabled Jansenist polemicists to
circumvent pre-publication censorship and policing in the production of their works. These efforts
to elude regulation were only abetted by the Jansenists’ use of multiple printshops, roller printing,
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and a decentralized, though centrally-directed, printing and distribution system for some of their
texts, all of which helped to prevent their works from falling into the hands of authorities, allowing
them to reach readers. Furthermore, the Jansenists did not aim to keep this game of cat-andmouse a secret. Instead, their efforts to narrate police attempts to root out Jansenist print, in
which they turned book trade workers into martyrs for the cause, drew more readers to Jansenist
works and helped to elicit readers’ sympathy. Finally, the reliance on additional forms of
communication—preaching, teaching, conversation, engravings, songs, and correspondence, to
name just a few—and the exploitation of extant networks, such as that of the barbers and
wigmakers, carried these messages still further and endowed them with external credibility. As
we shall see in more detail next chapter, all of these techniques for producing texts,
circumventing censorship and policing, and bringing texts to readers shaped in profound ways
how readers ultimately consumed these texts.
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CHAPTER 6: From Meditation to Information

In his Le Siècle de Louis XIV of 1751, Voltaire described how Unigenitus had divided France for
nearly half a century. “The acceptants,” he wrote, “were the one hundred bishops who had
adhered [to the Bull] under Louis XIV, with the Jesuits and the Capuchins; the refusants were
fifteen bishops and the entire nation. The acceptants claimed Rome; the others, the universities,
the parlements, and the people.”598 Voltaire was not alone in noting that, in the wake of
Unigenitus, ordinary people seemed to side overwhelmingly with the Jansenists over the Jesuits.
The lawyer and memorialist Edmond-Jean-François Barbier, no friend to Jansenism, noted in
October 1727 that only ambitious and courtly bishops and priests sided with the Jesuits, while
“the greatest part of the bourgeoisie of Paris, of the robe, and of the third estate, even what is
most amusing, women and the people” sided with the Jansenists.599 Over the years, Barbier
continued to remark on the Parisian people’s Jansenism in his journals. In October 1728, he
noted that rumors concerning the Cardinal de Noailles’ acceptance of Unigenitus had caused the
news to spread throughout Paris rapidly “because most of Paris, men, women, little children, is
Jansenist.”600 In October 1735, he went further, “all of the public is Jansenist without knowing
why.”601 But, who was “the public?” Why was this public Jansenist? And, what did it mean to be
Jansenist “without knowing why?”
Historians who have considered Jansenism’s sociological base, including René
Taveneaux, Marie-José Michel, David Garrioch, and Nicolas Lyon-Caen, have argued that
Jansenism was primarily a bourgeois phenomenon, implying that any conception of an entirely
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Jansenist population from the nobility down to the menu peuple is misguided.602 In his effort to
determine who the Jansenists of eighteenth-century Paris, in particular, were, Lyon-Caen has
argued that Jansenist sympathies were manifested in a number of ways, including publishing an
adherence to an act of appeal, providing testimony to a miracle of François de Pâris, making a
pilgrimage to his tomb, giving to the boîte à Perrette, hanging engravings or paintings of noted
Jansenists in one’s home, or even having many known Jansenists sign one’s marriage
contract.603 In his search for such evidence, Lyon-Caen identifies a Jansenism that was more
socially than theologically determined and which took hold among the wealthy bourgeoisie of
Paris’ six corps, as well as merchants, notaries, and lawyers.604 Lyon-Caen is certainly correct to
argue the prevalence of Jansenist sympathies among these groups and, as others have, to note
Paris’ centrality to the movement. Other areas, particularly, the northeast of France and regions
protected by appellant bishops, also had significant numbers of followers.605
Nevertheless, although adherence to Jansenism is most readily identifiable now among
elites because they left more records, this does not mean that the common perception by
contemporaries of a Jansenist “people” was entirely unfounded. As Arlette Farge has argued,
many ordinary Parisians from the lower ranks of society were animated by events surrounding
Unigenitus and overwhelmingly took the Jansenist side.606 Taveneaux, for his part, has argued
that “Jansenism won the entire society in successive levels—the upper clergy, the parlements,
the lawyers, the parish priests, the people.”607 While the people’s testimony is not as readily
identifiable today and often comes to us indirectly, one can still identify among the Jansenists'
supporters tailors, domestics, pastry chefs, traiteurs, and others who demonstrate that Jansenism
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may have had a wider social base in the early eighteenth century than an analysis of notarial
records alone can demonstrate.608 Thus, while it seems an overstatement to follow Voltaire and
Barbier in their estimation of an entirely Jansenist public, membership in the Jansenist public
should not be restricted to an elite alone.
To the question as to why so much of the public was at least sympathetic to Jansenism,
contemporaries provided several different answers. For Jansenist polemicists, the public was
sympathetic to Jansenism because the public could plainly see that the condemnation of
Quesnel’s Réflexions morales was unjust and that it was the product of corrupt motives on the
part of the Jesuits and the pro-Unigenitus episcopacy.609 Other contemporaries provided
alternative explanations for the Jansenists’ success in winning the public. Already in his 1 sol
1716 Lettre écrite à Musala, homme de loi à Hispaham, sur les mœurs & la religion des Français
et sur la querelle entre les Jésuites & les Jansénistes, in many ways a precursor to
Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes, Joseph Bonnet, writing in the guise of a fictional Persian lawyer
travelling in France, described Jansenist and Jesuit priests as “dervishes” with “their own
partisans and friends.” The narrator went on to state that “the Jansenists are much more loved
and esteemed by the people than the Jesuits.” This was because the Jesuits were too powerful
and too ambitious.610 For the narrator, the people chose the side of the persecuted and the
powerless over the corrupt, self-interested, and powerful persecutors. For Bonnet, then, Jansenist
polemics had effectively shaped how the public viewed both sides in a way that led them to favor
the Jansenists. Two years later, a pro-Unigenitus pamphlet in the form of a catechism that cost
only two sous explained that many people “ignorant, poorly instructed, weak, and wavering in
their faith” favored the Jansenists for sociological reasons. “When one is the friend of a madman,”
he wrote, “one becomes mad oneself. In the same way, when one is tied in friendship with a
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heretic, it is to be feared that one will not become a heretic oneself.” He noted that “all those who
frequent the Jansenists become Jansenists themselves.”611 Jean-Joseph Languet de Gergy
offered yet another explanation: there were always men capable of seducing others and those too
ready to be seduced. In the wake of Unigenitus, according to the bishop, Jansenist polemicists
misled readers, who had a sincere desire to know the truth, away from the truth itself, in large part
by flattering them.612
In all of these explanations, formulated by those for, against, and indifferent to the
Jansenist cause, Jansenist flattery, social networks, and most importantly, messaging in
manuscript, print, and oral forms played a significant role in making the public, down to the
humblest people, at the very least sympathetic to Jansenism. The answer to the question what
did it mean to be “Jansenist without knowing why,” however, requires more than an examination
of the content of the sources readers consumed, the ways in which they were packaged, and the
ways in which they were distributed. To understand this pervasive, but difficult to define,
sympathy for the Jansenist cause, it is necessary to understand how a wide range of readers
consumed the information they were provided, how they reacted to it, in both an intellectual and
an affective sense, and what they did with it.613
Fortunately, the Unigenitus controversies left behind a wealth of sources that enable us,
in some instances, to peer over the shoulders of readers and, in others, to listen to their voices,
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as they explained their reading practices and the effects of their reading. Among the first group of
sources, we have readers’ marginal annotations and collecting habits, both in terms of their
libraries and the miscellanies that they created in binding together works in a single volume.
Among the second group of sources, we have police records, including police gazettes that report
on public rumblings and interrogations in which people arrested for Jansenist-related crimes
discussed their reading with police. In other sources, including reader correspondence, especially
with Jansenist authors, and acts of appeal, in which readers often explained the reasoning behind
their choosing to formally and publicly oppose Unigenitus, readers also often referred to their
reading habits.
While these sources offer a rare glimpse into the reading habits of a large and diverse
community in early eighteenth-century France, and particularly, into how a politically charged
controversy was consumed by such an audience, they have their shortcomings. Because of the
nature of the sources and the institutions that preserve them, some groups are overrepresented
in these records of Jansenist reading. Among men, priests and lawyers figure prominently, and
among women, nuns and aristocrats do. We are often unable to determine to whom a particular
volume belonged, who scribbled in a text’s margins, or who was behind the on dit reported by a
police spy listening to murmurs in the street. Furthermore, it is by no means obvious what a
collection or a set of marginal annotations can truly reveal about what a reader thought. As the
Jansenist priest Charles-Robert Berthier asked when he was arrested and his library and papers
were seized by the police in 1726, what could the police possibly learn from the books that were
seized from him? “Did the Molinist works that [he] had not prove that [he] was a Molinist?” Could
his marginal annotations be taken seriously, “all made in haste as they come to the mind and
often disapproved of in the following moment and with the same easiness with which they were
written.”614 We also must be careful in taking readers’ accounts of their own reading and others’
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accounts of reading at face value. Readers had certain motivations in choosing among various
ways to describe their reading in different circumstances depending on who they believed their
audience was. Similarly, both pro- and anti-Unigenitus authors had reasons to characterize the
readers of Jansenist works in certain lights. Finally, the sources left to us tend to capture some
reading practices at the expense of others. This is most notable in the case of reading aloud, a
habit that we know was encouraged in the very sources that we are examining and practiced
often; nevertheless, active listening left fewer physical traces than active reading sometimes did.
Nevertheless, however imperfect these sources may be, their complex and challenging
natures provide exciting scholarly opportunities. Reception history and the history of reading have
always theorized a complex relationship among authors, readers, texts, the material objects that
carry texts, and other readers. Scholars of reading have grown accustomed to seeing reading as
a complicated and negotiated process, and readers have been given increasing power over the
determination of meaning over and against efforts by authors, publishers, and other producers to
impose certain interpretations.615 In all this scholarship, individual interpretation is never so
individual as it seems. Readers are constrained in their interpretations by the text they are
reading, by other texts they have read, by the ways in which the text is presented, by the
dominant discourse that attempts to impose a legitimate interpretation on the text in question,
and, even when they choose to oppose that dominant discourse, by the conventions and
assumptions of their own interpretive communities.616 The very act of reading, whether it is done
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in private or in public, silently or aloud, in a group or alone, is a highly intersubjective act.617 By
studying reading through sources that show readers in action and in reflection, we can see this
intersubjectivity clearly, and we can also observe readers grappling with its reality as they
variously assert and resist affiliation with different groups, ideas, and characterizations of their
activity. While we must not always take them at their word, their words and evidence of their
deeds can provide valuable information concerning not just their reading, but their self-fashioning
as readers.
As we noted in Chapter 2, Unigenitus was the authoritative reading of the Réflexions
morales because, simply enough, it was the reading of authorities.618 As we have seen, however,
Jansenist authors did not cede to this interpretation, but encouraged readers to read the
Réflexions morales and Unigenitus itself in ways that their official interpreters did not sanction.
Nevertheless, as we shall see, their readings were not idiosyncratic. Instead, they were shaped
by reading practices prescribed in sources they respected, by the reading of other texts that
sought to shape their “horizons of expectation,” by a constellation of shared interpretive practices,
assumptions, techniques, and values within their interpretive community, and by an explicitly
oppositional reading method when applied to texts produced by the other side and a relatively
compliant one when applied to those of their own.
In the wake of Unigenitus, influenced by Jansenist authors’ calls to inform themselves,
instructions on how to do so, and the proliferation of cheap and easy to use and access sources,
many readers, men and women, lay and clerical, and even children, came to change how they
read. Before Unigenitus, these readers’ interactions with texts were primarily meditative, centered
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on a small number of mostly books of piety and aimed at elevating one’s thoughts to God through
self-reflection.619 After Unigenitus and following Jansenist authors’ repeated injunctions to
“instruct” themselves, these readers adopted an interpretive practice that was increasingly
informative, focused on a larger corpus of texts, especially newspapers and contemporary
histories, and aimed at gathering information to form judgments and arguments in the here and
now. This shift from meditative reading to what I term informative reading had dramatic
consequences for how readers read even the most traditional religious works, but it also likely
conditioned the ways in which they consumed information more generally as the century wore on.
In this way, this transformation in reading practices among the group of readers of the Unigenitus
controversy contributed to the more general “reading revolution” in eighteenth-century Europe.620
To understand this shift, we will use the above-mentioned sources to examine, first, how
readers read the Réflexions morales before and after Unigenitus. Then we will explore the ways
in which they read Unigenitus itself, how they read pro- and anti-Unigenitus polemics, and how
they and others described their reading and the changes to their reading practices over time.
Finally, we will conclude with a set of hypotheses concerning the beliefs, feelings, and actions to
which informative reading led.
Reading the Réflexions morales
Pasquier Quesnel’s Réflexions morales was the meditative reading book par excellence. As its
very title suggested, its aim was to render the reading of the New Testament useful for clerical
and lay readers alike and to act as a prompt to meditation.621 It could have been read in linear
fashion, allowing readers to meditate upon scriptural verses, accompanied by Quesnel’s
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reflections, or it could have been read according to the order prescribed by the Parisian or Roman
liturgical calendars, provided in tables and indexes. It could have been read in its original form or
in abridged versions, such as the Pensées pieuses or the Instructions chrétiennes, which
organized the reflections for non-linear, daily consumption.622 In any way one chose to read it,
prior to Unigenitus, readers were supposed to use the Réflexions morales to edify themselves, “to
bring themselves to piety, to virtue.”623
The examination of no fewer than forty copies of the Réflexions morales in circulation
before Unigenitus shows no evidence of pre-Unigenitus marginal annotation, and this makes
sense.624 The meditative way of reading prescribed by the text itself was not meant to prompt
writing, but instead, reflection, edification, and prayer. While we do not have physical evidence of
this sort of reading, several readers testified to the edifying nature of their pre-Unigenitus
readings of the Réflexions morales. For instance, when Marie-Charlotte de Tubières de Grimoard
de Caylus, the sister of Charles Gabriel de Tubières-Grimoard de Caylus, Bishop of Auxerre,
wrote to Quesnel in 1718, she described “the sweetness that [she] had tasted in reading [his]
Réflexions morales, from which for a long time [she] had taken much edification.”625 An Ursuline
nun named Marie Elisabeth le Bigre wrote similarly in 1720, echoing one argument consistently
forwarded in early anti-Unigenitus Jansenist polemic while adding her own personal twist. For
her, Quesnel’s Réflexions morales was “a book full of light and piety, approved and
recommended by the illustrious and holy bishops, read with edification for more than thirty years
without anyone being able to say that it harmed the salvation of any one person, finally, a book
that I have read myself and that has contributed to make me know and taste the truths of my
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religion and the duties of my state.”626 For both of these women, and for others, the Réflexions
morales, before Unigenitus, had been a work that they read carefully and meditated upon.
This sort of reading of the Réflexions morales and other books of piety certainly did not
disappear with the coming of Unigenitus.627 For instance, the abbé Pierre Vaillant, an early
contributor to the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques and the leader of the “vaillantistes,” a group of
convulsionnaires who believed he was the prophet Elijah, scribbled down a daily schedule that
included “at six [in the morning] read one paragraph of the New Testament with moral
reflections.” The next item on the highly regimented schedule did not begin until 6:30am, meaning
that one was meant to spend considerable time with each paragraph from the Réflexions
morales.628 And, when the Parisian priest Etienne de La Brue passed away in 1747, he left to
each member of his family a New Testament of their choice, hoping that they would “meditate
upon it every day, with a humble faith, with a love of truth and to conform their sentiments and
conduct to it.”629 In this sense, readers continued to read meditatively even after Unigenitus, and
even though meditative reading was not the sort of reading one often did with a pen in hand, it
was a highly active form of reading in other ways.
While meditative reading was really the only form of reading applied to the Réflexions
morales prior to Unigenitus and practiced by anyone other than the work’s critics, who hunted
inside it for errors to call out, with the coming of Unigenitus, new, informative ways of reading
emerged and spread among Jansenist readers. These methods were applied first and foremost
to reexamining and understanding the Réflexions morales itself. Where readers had sought to
edify themselves through meditation on the passages they read, likely with little attention paid to
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what would become the condemned propositions or to extracting anything resembling a doctrinal
religion, after Unigenitus, these same readers came increasingly to focus their readings of the
Réflexions morales on the condemned propositions with an increasingly interpretive intention.
They often substituted a reading of Unigenitus for the Réflexions morales itself. They read the
Réflexions morales alongside other doctrinal and liturgical works, including scripture, writings
from the Church’s tradition, catechisms, and parallels. And they sought to understand the
Réflexions morales and Unigenitus through the study of works on contemporary royal and
ecclesiastical politics.
While readers did not write in their copies of the Réflexions morales prior to Unigenitus,
some took up their pens immediately after. Overwhelmingly, they made one sort of marginal
annotation—marking out the 101 condemned propositions in their copies by underlining them,
bracketing them, writing the number of the proposition in the margin, or by doing some
combination of all three. The Parisian lawyer Louis-Adrien Le Paige, for instance, listed the
propositions and the page numbers on which they appeared on the fly leaves of volumes of the
Réflexions morales that he owned and then marked the numbers of the propositions in the
margins of the text and bracketed off the texts as well.630 Other copies contain similar marginal
annotations.631 This way of reading the Réflexions morales was obviously unavailable to readers
before Unigenitus. These kinds of marginal annotations, however, demonstrate the extent to
which Unigenitus, rather than effectively condemning a particular and previously uncommon
reading of the Réflexions morales, encouraged one by making the propositions literally leap from
the page. The first new edition of the Réflexions morales printed after Unigenitus also did this
work for its readers, marking out the texts of propositions with printed quotation marks.632

630

BSPR, LP1049.
Bibliothèque Sainte-Geneviève (henceforth BSG), 8 B1443 (1-8); UUL, ODB 717-720.
[Pasquier Quesnel], Le Nouveau Testament en françois, avec des réflexions morales sur chaque verset (Amsterdam,
1727).

631
632

226

Readers also testified to reading the Réflexions morales in this way. In an October 1718
letter to Quesnel, for example, Mademoiselle du Fossé and Mademoiselle du Bosroger, both
nieces of Louis-Isaac Lemaistre de Sacy, the translator of the French Bible upon which Quesnel
based his reflections, informed Quesnel that the “injustice” of Unigenitus had made them read the
Réflexions morales with “a much greater exactitude” and that they read it every day, paying
particular attention to the condemned propositions. They also wrote down notes from Quesnel’s
own justifications on the blank leaves of paper with which their copy was bound. By doing this,
they hoped to ensure that those who read the copy after them came to know the “flagrant
injustice” done by the condemnation of the book.633 For these two women, writing in their copy
was meant to make the propositions jump from the page, to aid their own understanding of the
injustice of Unigenitus, and to be seen by others. Anyone who picked up their copy of the
Réflexions morales would be compelled to read it through the critical apparatus with which they
supplied the reader, through Unigenitus, that is, but with an eye towards its reversal.
Reading Unigenitus as a Guide to the Réflexions morales
Other readers turned more directly to a reading of Unigenitus itself as a substitute for the
Réflexions morales, adopting pro- and anti-Unigenitus authors’ position that Unigenitus was, in
effect, an abridged version of the Réflexions morales. In this instance, readers of both camps
read Unigenitus actively as a guide to the true meaning of the Réflexions morales. Depending on
which side the reader came down, he or she embraced or rejected the notion that the
propositions were condemnable. One reader specifically marked out propositions related to grace
and human powerlessness without God in his or her copy of Unigenitus.634 Another marked out
passages concerning the two covenants, the love of God and the love of self, and lay Bible
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reading, giving each theme its own unique marginal marker.635 A Latin copy of Unigenitus that
once belonged to a Franciscan monastery reveals a reader who sorted the propositions into
themes and expressed his disapproval of Quesnel’s ecclesiology, especially his views on lay
Bible reading and excommunication.636 His understanding of the propositions’ meanings was
ultimately the same as that of any Jansenist, but rather than believing that these propositions
represented the very articles of the Catholic faith, he saw them as Unigenitus intended: as
condemnable. By contrast, in a 1719 act of appeal, a priest from Nantes, then at St. Germain
l’Auxerrois in Paris, wrote that having made a “serious and exact examination” of Unigenitus, he
had determined that the Bull reversed the Church’s true beliefs on lay Bible reading and
excommunication, endangering the faith of the simple faithful as well as the “independence of our
kings.”637 This was a highly attentive form of reading and a form of reading that others attested to
practicing when justifying their own acts of appeal.638
Some readers went still further in their substitution of Unigenitus for the Réflexions
morales, explicitly stating that they had never or had barely read the Réflexions morales and that
their judgments of the doctrine contained therein were formed entirely by their readings of
Unigenitus. For example, one clerical reader, in a 1718 appeal, remarked that while he had never
read the Réflexions morales, “having brought all the care and attention of which [he] is capable to
instruct [himself] concerning the basics of all of this affair,” he had come to see that Unigenitus
“condemned a great number of propositions concerning the dogma, morality, and discipline of the
Church that conform to the doctrine and the language of tradition and to the practice of the
Universal Church, and in particular that of France.”639 A Carmelite nun made a similar statement.
While calling Quesnel “my Father,” she noted that she had read little of his book, but that “the
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propositions that one has taken from his book and that one wants to pass for heretical conform to
that which we learn in Scripture.”640 For both of these readers, to read Unigenitus was to read an
abridgement of the Réflexions morales that distilled not what was heretical in that work, but rather
that which captured more accurately the proper interpretation of the Réflexions morales than any
pre-Unigenitus abridgment, whether the Pensées pieuses or Instructions chrétiennes, had. Such
readers echoed the sentiments of the “Lady” featured in the 1733 Entretiens d’un Jésuite avec
une dame, who believed herself to be doing an act of faith each time she read the condemned
propositions.641 For these readers, once they had Unigenitus in hand, they had no need to return
to the Réflexions morales.
Reading Unigenitus through the Lens of Scripture, Tradition, the Past, and the Present
Readers also began to read both the Réflexions morales and Unigenitus increasingly in reference
to other texts. This intertextual reading of the Réflexions morales could take two forms that often
overlapped. On the one hand, many readers confronted the text of the Réflexions morales or its
abridged propositions in Unigenitus with other doctrinal and liturgical works, including scripture,
the writings of the Church Fathers, and their local catechisms, breviaries, and missals. This sort
of reading clearly followed from one form of the Jansenist call for readers to inform themselves
using parallels and works in the tradition of the Hexaples. On the other hand, readers following
the Jansenist injunction to instruct themselves also began to read the Réflexions morales and
Unigenitus through the lens of the ecclesiastical and royal politics that surrounded these
documents, provided to them in a variety of forms of Jansenist polemic.642
Evidence of intertextual, doctrinal reading of Unigenitus could be found in readers’
marginal annotations, collecting habits, and, most powerfully, in their personal testimonies to
Church authorities, the police, and in some cases, the reading public. Some readers appear
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simply to have used the margins of their copies of Unigenitus to mark propositions of interest.643
Others noted down the Bible verses to which each reflection responded as a means of
contextualizing the proposition and perhaps as a way of determining whether the reflection was
orthodox in its original context.644 Still others wrote more. A clerical reader, most likely Jean
Baptiste Raymond Pavie de Fourquevaux, wrote Latin references to various scriptural passages
and to the writings of St. Thomas on grace in the margins of a copy of Unigenitus.645
Unfortunately, due to a later binding, the full extent of the annotations is not recoverable. Another
reader at an Oratorian seminary made frequent references to the Church Fathers and to
Quesnel’s own readings of them.646 Still another reader, the librarian at Saint-Jacques de Provins,
Robert Martin Le Pelletier, went further in a copy of a down-market Jansenist edition of
Unigenitus with a “parallel with Scripture and Tradition” from 1739 that he bound only in a paper
wrapper. In the margins of his copy, he justified the propositions with references to Quesnel’s
own justifications of his work; wrote arguments against the Molinists; referenced the Hexaples
and other Jansenist polemical works, such as the Idée générale de la nouvelle constitution and
Règles de l’équité naturelle et du bon sens pour l’examen de la Constitution; made corrections to
the imperfect edition; and quibbled with the condemnation’s use of different editions of Quesnel’s
Réflexions morales and its translations of the propositions.647 In all, this was a highly intensive
form of reading when applied to the propositions of Unigenitus, but it was an intensive form of
reading that was dependent upon Le Pelletier’s more extensive reading of relevant works on
doctrine and concerning the disputes, all of which were aimed at helping to form his judgment
regarding the justice of Unigenitus itself.
Other readers’ collecting habits attest to this sort of intertextual doctrinal understanding of
Unigenitus. For instance, one reader, whose copy of Unigenitus, printed with the deliberations of
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the Assembly of the Clergy, is now found in the Bibliothèque Mazarine in Paris, bound this text
with a copy of the 1714 edition of the Hexaples, the Cardinal de Noailles’ 1714 pastoral letter that
called for the Pope’s explications, and a 1715 pastoral letter by André-Hercule de Fleury, then
Bishop of Fréjus. In his copy of Unigenitus, he wrote cross-references to passages in the
Hexaples and in the other texts to help him better to understand the Bull. His citation of
justifications of the propositions suggests that he was at least sympathetic to the Jansenist
cause.648 Other readers, while not necessarily cross-referencing the works with which they bound
their copies of Unigenitus, nonetheless engaged in similar practices, creating collections that
framed their readings of Unigenitus with other anti-Unigenitus doctrinal texts.649
Lay readers also powerfully testified to how reading scripture and the works of the
Church Fathers alongside Unigenitus shaped their reactions to the Bull. In a 1736 appeal, Julien
Defroidour, a crippled soldier, justified his appeal by stating, “it has been a long time since I very
attentively read the Bull Unigenitus and since I confronted it with Holy Scripture, the prayers of
the Church, the writings of Saint Augustine on Grace, and books of Piety.”650 Sisters Jeanne and
Françoise Fougeray of Nantes wrote to Quesnel in 1718 to tell him that they had “copied out the
101 propositions in their entirety as they are in the Réflexions morales and that [they] instruct
themselves on the basics of that which regards the Constitution.” While their readings included
works about the political context, they also included everything Quesnel had written in defense of
his own doctrinal orthodoxy.651 In 1734, a laywoman from Rouen named Madame Guerin justified
her appeal by stating that Unigenitus “condemn[ed] many propositions that are the same as those
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that she reads in her New Testament and that [she] always hears taught in Church.” Guerin went
on to cite propositions from Unigenitus alongside biblical passages that justified them.652
Nuns and priests testified to engaging in a similar practice. A Carmelite nun, in an
undated letter to fellow nuns in her convent from the early 1730s, went further in explaining how
she read Unigenitus in relation to other doctrinal texts, stating that when a person of “good sense”
is presented with Unigenitus, the first thing she must do is read it. She explained Unigenitus’
charges against the Réflexions morales and her “surprise after having read and reread the
propositions with much attention” that the propositions contain nothing but “the language of
Tradition and the Holy Fathers, and for the most part, that of Jesus Christ himself in the
Scriptures, rendered word for word.” She encouraged her fellow nuns to read Unigenitus
alongside such texts, as she had done, to inform themselves.653 Other nuns, from a variety of
orders, echoed this sentiment.654 Priests compared the propositions to justificatory Bible
passages to form their own judgments.655 All of these readers were united in their belief that they
needed to inform themselves, and that to do so, they needed above all simply to study Unigenitus
alongside scripture and tradition to see if the propositions corresponded to these holy sources.
In addition to encouraging the use of scripture and tradition to determine whether
Unigenitus’ propositions conformed with Church doctrine, Jansenist polemicists also encouraged
readers to judge the extent to which the propositions corresponded with what they had learned in
their diocesan catechisms, liturgies, and breviaries.656 In several appeals, readers cited this sort
of reading in the formation of their judgments concerning the legitimacy of Unigenitus. Louis-
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Marie Raoul Desplannes, a subdeacon in Paris and the nephew of Henry Felix de Tassy, who
was Bishop of Châlons-sur-Saone until 1711, testified that his appeal was motivated, in part, by
his study of his uncle’s catechism, sermons, ordonnances, pastoral letters, exhortations to new
converts in the wake of the Edict of Nantes, and breviaries, all of which taught the same doctrine
that Unigenitus condemned.657 In their appeal, Jules Paul Rolland and Jean Gabriel Le
Charpantier, both clerics in the diocese of Chartres, stated that they were motivated by the
“perfect conformity of many of the propositions sullied in the Constitution with the particular
tradition of the Church of Chartres.” They compared individual propositions to passages found in
the catechism of Chartres as a means of demonstrating the orthodoxy of the propositions.658 A
theologian from the diocese of Meaux adhered to the appeal of the four bishops on the grounds
that Unigenitus condemned the same propositions that one would read in the missals, breviaries,
rituals, and catechisms of his diocese.659 Finally, in 1743, a young woman named Jeanne
Tiebault in the archdiocese of Sens, then under the leadership of the famed anti-Jansenist
Languet de Gergy, appealed because she believed in the miracles of François de Pâris and
because she believed “the truths that [she] recognized [her]self by the reading [she] did of the
condemned propositions (even though [she] is nothing but a simple girl, little instructed), to be the
same ones that [she] learned in her catechism and those most necessary for salvation.”660 While
these readers had read their catechisms and liturgical works before, they returned to them again,
often now with great attention, to gain a more doctrinal understanding of their local churches’
beliefs and practices as a means of justifying the Réflexions morales against Unigenitus. While
these readers were primarily interested in informing themselves about the doctrine brought into
dispute by the publication and acceptance of Unigenitus, other readers were drawn towards
other, more political sources of information and ways of informing themselves.
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To challenge Unigenitus, Jansenist authors called on readers to judge the Bull by its
fruits. As Guillaume Amable Dusaussoy argued in the preface to his La Vérité rendue sensible à
tout le monde, too many Jansenist polemical works “dealt only with theological questions.” He
believed that sources that exposed Unigenitus’ origins and effects were more capable of
influencing the judgments of the lay faithful.661 Nicolas Le Gros similarly noted the difference
between the learned and the simple and stated that, while the learned had the time and
knowledge to pursue theological instruction and to judge the matters directly, the simple had the
“facts.” He continued, “the lights that one draws from facts are the most vivid, the most sensible,
the most striking, those that make the most lasting impression on the mind.” He concluded, the
“Nouvelles ecclésiastiques were made to aid [the simple] in their judgment.”662 Even bishops
urged readers to engage in this sort of reading. Jean Soanen, Bishop of Senez, encouraged
especially female readers to continue to read the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques even after it was
condemned by the parlement of Paris and the Archbishop of Paris because the Nouvelles
instructed the faithful about the corrupt machinations of those in power that were used to support
Unigenitus. In so doing, the newssheet preserved them against seduction.663
Readers followed these instructions and attempted to learn about the royal and
ecclesiastical politics that surrounded Unigenitus. Indeed, for many, the interpretation of these
politics increasingly came to determine what was and was not seen as orthodox doctrine.
Readers judged Unigenitus by its fruits, which were presented to them in a wide array of
polemical sources, including the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, and they increasingly came to read
the Réflexions morales and Unigenitus not meditatively, but through their other readings, which
informed them on the context surrounding the texts themselves.
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Collecting Jansenist Polemic
To understand how readers read Jansenist polemical works, we need to examine how they knew
what to read. Here, Jansenist polemicists provided guidance. An engraving from about 1730,
titled “Plan d’étude au sujet des contestations importantes qui agitent aujourd’hui l’Église
universelle,” included a section on how to recognize the truth in times of trouble, which divided
suggested reading material into two categories, one for “the learned” and one for “the simple.”
The learned could read a pastoral instruction by Jean Soanen, the historical preface to the
Hexaples, or the Examen théologique to inform themselves about the theological issues in
dispute and the politics surrounding the Bull. Meanwhile, the simple, it advised, should read
small-format Jansenist works that focused on a combination of political and theological issues.
The engraving recommended Jésus-Christ sous l’anathême, which compared the persecution of
the Jansenists in the eighteenth century to the persecution of Jesus; the Entretiens du prestre
Eusebe et de l’avocat Theophile, which informed lay readers concerning the politics surrounding
the Bull and the role they should take in fighting it; and La Vérité rendue sensible, which
instructed readers about royal and ecclesiastical politics and the doctrinal principles condemned
in Unigenitus in a way meant to move readers emotionally, making the truth sensible in a literal
sense, as well as intellectually.664
In addition to prescriptions of reading matter, Jansenist authors and editors made bound
collections of polemical works, often including a copy of Unigenitus itself, to guide readers in a
historically contextualized reading of the Bull.665 They also published catalogues of books “on the
matters of the times” or “concerning the Constitution Unigenitus.”666 Individual readers also found
other ways to stay informed on what works they should read. Some, paradoxically, turned to
royal, parlementary, and episcopal condemnations as guides to the books they should, in fact,
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collect and even as abridged versions of those same books.667 At least one reader seems to have
combined several of these methods when he bound together a copy of the Jesuit Dominique de
Colonia’s 1722 Bibliothèque janséniste, a list of Jansenist books with Jesuitical condemnations of
them, with catalogues of pro-Jansenist books about Unigenitus on sale in the shops of Jean
Potgieter and Theodore Wytman. The reader may have used the two in tandem, taking Colonia’s
list of books to be avoided as a guide to building a library of anti-Unigenitus works with the help of
the printed catalogues of the two Dutch booksellers.668
Working from these sorts of sources and, no doubt, from the word of mouth of friends and
peddlers alike, Jansenist readers made their own collections of anti-Unigenitus works.669 Some
library records attest to massive collections of Jansenist print. The libraries of the lawyer LouisAdrien Le Paige and the priest Jean-Baptiste-Raymond Pavie de Fourquevaux, now housed at
the Bibliothèque de la Société de Port-Royal in Paris, show that the two men each owned
hundreds of copies of anti-Unigenitus works, often binding many different works in the same
individual volume and sometimes owning multiple copies of the same work in the same and
different editions.670 Library inventories for people such as the lawyer Denis Rouillé des Filletières
and D. Claude Bridel, the widow of the printer Charles Méquignon, include vague references to
enormous collections of Jansenist polemical works, such as “55 volumes in quarto, affairs of the
times, Constitution Unigenitus, Convulsions, etc.,” “108 volumes in douze, affairs of the
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Constitution,” “200 pamphlets, affairs of the times,” “200 pamphlets, authority of the clergy,” or
simply “nouvelles” and “Nouvelles ecclésiastiques.”671
While such extensive collections existed, they were undoubtedly limited to people of
means. Some readers, instead, preferred to or could only afford to read their Jansenist polemics
in the unbound sheets of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques or in rough paper wrappings.672 Others
made smaller collections in single volumes, and interestingly, single-volume, most likely readerbound collections tended to bind the same few works together and to follow the engraving’s
advice. Readers often bound copies of Unigenitus with copies of Jésus-Christ sous l’anathême,
with the Entretiens du prestre Eusebe et de l’avocat Theophile, and with La Vérité rendue
sensible. They would frequently combine these texts with others, such as a life of François de
Pâris, a pastoral instruction, the Abrégé chronologique, or the Idée générale de la nouvelle
constitution.673 Binding these works with a copy of Unigenitus allowed readers to read the Bull
through the lens of the context in which it was produced and received, an account of which was
provided in these works, and to cross-reference passages in the Bull when a knowledge of its
content was necessary for an understanding of the polemic. One anonymous reader, for
example, cross-referenced propositions from Unigenitus to the popular Entretien d’un
ecclesiastique et d’un laique, with which he bound it.674 Some readers went so far as to copy out
selected passages from Jansenist polemical works on extra leaves of paper in their bound copies
of Unigenitus to give the Bull a still more personal framing. For instance, one reader copied antiJesuit excerpts from the Abrégé chronologique onto the flyleaf of his copy of Unigenitus to
contextualize his reading of the Bull.675
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Finally, readers did not limit their homemade miscellanies to collections of text alone.
Readers commonly framed their readings with images, particularly portraits of significant figures
in the Unigenitus controversy, both good guys and bad, including Quesnel, François de Pâris,
Clement XI, and Luis de Molina.676 Still other readers did not limit their collections to textual and
visual media, as they bound copies of Unigenitus and other Jansenist polemical works with
printed and manuscript anti-Unigenitus songs.677 It is not unreasonable to imagine that these
written forms were prompts to oral performances and that such oral performance could have led
also to the reading aloud of other Jansenist works as the texts themselves encouraged. The
informative reading practiced by readers of the Unigenitus controversies was thus a multimedia
experience that blended text, image, oral transmission, and song, often at every level. Readers
learned what to read from sources that included engravings, texts, and word of mouth, and these
sources guided them towards still more extensive collections of engravings, texts, and songs.
These collections also underscore and confirm one of Roger Chartier’s key insights in the
history of reading—that we cannot simply map the readership of “popular” works onto “popular
audiences.” High-status and highly educated readers also collected and read with avidity cheap
works intended for “the simple.”678 At the same time, provenance markers, such as one linking a
copy of Montgeron’s massive and very expensive La vérité des miracles to a tailor, show that
some texts intended for “the learned” and the wealthy, or in this case, the king, often reached
more popular audiences. In this instance, the tailor went so far as to amend Montgeron’s
dedicatory epistle from an address “to the King” to “to Jean Bouriot,” his own name.679 The fact
that these texts were shared across different groups—clerical and lay readers, rich and poor, men
and women—raises the possibility that a shared stock of reading material helped to create
communities across prior social boundaries, though obviously we should not take such a leveling
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hypothesis too far.680 In the ancien régime, status remained important even for the most
apparently ardently anti-hierarchical Jansenists. As Nicolas Lyon-Caen has shown, Jansenism
itself may have been a tool for upward mobility within the six corps.681 Nevertheless, the fact that
reading material meant for “popular” audiences reached the wealthy and educated and reading
material meant for elites reached “popular” audiences raises another question, one that cannot be
answered by looking at collecting habits alone: how did these different readers make sense of
often the same texts?
Looking over readers’ shoulders
To begin to understand how readers made sense of this mass of Jansenist polemic, it is helpful to
look closely at a reader who literally read it all and who did almost everything that Jansenist
authors told him to do with texts. Louis-Adrien Le Paige was no ordinary Jansenist. Born in 1712
to a prominent legal and ecclesiastical family in Paris, Le Paige became a notable lawyer in his
own right when he entered the bar in 1733 and almost immediately began to lead the
parlementary resistance to Unigenitus. He would go on to play a prominent role in the campaign
to expel of the Jesuits from France.682 He was a convulsionnaire and a close adherent to figurist
theology, but he was also a legal theorist who, in 1753, wrote one of the most powerful defenses
of the ancient, intermediary role of the parlements in his Lettres historiques sur les fonctions
essentielles du parlement, sur le droit des pairs et sur les lois fondementales du royaume.683
While many lay Jansenists in the 1720s, 1730s, 1740s, and 1750s dabbled in the convulsionary
movement, flirted with figurism, and had connections to the legal profession, few, if any, were as
central to Jansenist lay resistance as Le Paige.
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Le Paige was also no ordinary reader. His library contained hundreds of volumes, in
multiple formats, often with many different texts bound together in each. The volumes usually
provided a subject heading on the spine, such as “writings against the Bull,” “Acts and Memoires
Concerning the Doctrine of the Church,” or “History of the Réflexions morales.”684 Le Paige made
these collections with a great degree of premeditation, aiming, above all, to inform himself on all
matters surrounding Unigenitus. In addition to collecting simply everything, Le Paige read more
and more actively than most, always, it seems, with a pen in hand, writing in his highly
recognizable, cramped handwriting on any free bit of white space on the page. Few readers
would have had the time, money, energy, learning, and single-minded focus that Le Paige had to
read in the way that he did.
Nevertheless, Le Paige was, in other ways, an exemplary reader in that he read in all the
ways that a Jansenist was supposed to. While no reader read exactly like Le Paige, Le Paige, in
one moment of reading or another, read like any other reader. Thus, an examination of Le
Paige’s reading in comparison with the reading practiced by other Jansenists enables us to see
how an informative reader of the Unigenitus controversies actually informed himself or herself.
As we have already noted, Le Paige was an avid collector. In addition to simply collecting
texts, however, he had a keen bibliographical sense and a real interest in the publication history
of the books he read and the differences in content from edition to edition. In a copy of a
Jansenist Unigenitus with a preface that stated, “since the Bull appeared, it has been fourteen
years,” Le Paige noted that this edition was from 1727 while the first edition was from 1724.685
Elsewhere he went beyond simply remarking that an edition was different to marking out its
differences. This practice was most notable in his copy of the 1736 edition of the Réflexions
morales. In 1727, the Amsterdam printer Joseph Nicolai printed the first edition of Quesnel’s
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Réflexions morales since Unigenitus.686 Nicolai followed this edition with two others in 1728 and
1736, respectively.687 All three editions contained additional reflections that Quesnel had written
just after the Bull and before his death in 1719. In Le Paige’s copy, in addition to writing the
numbers of condemned propositions in the margins and underlining the texts of the propositions,
he bracketed new passages that were added to these later editions, demonstrating that he read
the texts with an eye towards the differences that separated one edition from another.688 Le Paige
went still further in two copies of Nicolas Petitpied’s Idée générale de la nouvelle constitution,
which he had bound together in a single volume with a copy of Unigenitus. He wrote on the title
page of the first, “this edition, 64 pages, in-12° appears to be the first. The second, made in
Holland, has softened some expressions. I have noted them in the margins of the second edition
that follows this one.” He went on to write in the margins of the second, “softened” edition all the
stronger language from the first.689 In this instance, then, the notation of editiorial differences also
included commentary, as Le Paige seems to have prefered the more pugnacious first edition.
Le Paige was also acutely aware of the different ways in which a reader could approach
a text. In the margins of one copy of Unigenitus that he owned, for instance, Le Paige discussed
all the prescribed ways in which one could read Unigenitus specifically. He noted, one could read
the propositions alone as individual statements of doctrine or in light of each other as a
continuous text. One could read Unigenitus through the lens of one’s common sense, in
reference to other doctrinal works, or in light of texts that focused on its tone, the motivations
behind it, and the violence used to enforce it. One could read each proposition to try to
understand its opposite. In this way, one could clearly see that the opposite of the condemned
propositions was far more condemnable than the propositions themselves. Alternatively, one
could read the Bull as a guide to doctrine, cannily ignoring the fact that it was, in fact, a
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condemnation.690 In this sense, Le Paige knew that the Bull could be read on its own, alongside
doctrinal texts, works that described the surrounding context, as a whole, in fragments, or to
understand its opposite, and he practiced all these forms of reading.
Le Paige further contrasted these ways of reading Unigenitus and the propositions it
condemned with what he believed to be the bad faith readings of those in power. For instance, in
a note that he wrote in the margins of a copy of the pastoral instruction of the forty, he stated,
“there is almost never any regard for the proper and natural sense of expressions, the most
common and authorized by the use of Scripture and the Holy Fathers in these propositions that
they wish to find condemnable.” The bishops, in his view, were actively searching for reasons to
condemn the propositions, and they contorted the meaning of the propositions to fit a
predetermined end, the acceptance of Unigenitus. Since this “proper and natural sense of
expressions” was meant to jump from the page at the first reading of the Bull, Le Paige concluded
his note by writing merely, “read.”691 Later, in a marginal annotation to the ninety-first proposition
of Unigenitus, he accused the bishops of reading the worst possible meanings into the
propositions and of “doing violence to common sense” in their readings.692
These remarks were common refrains in Jansenist polemical works, texts with which Le
Paige was certainly familiar.693 Le Paige could have read in the preface to any number of his own
copies of La constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques that the bishops had given the
propositions “forced meanings […] far from the natural sense of the propositions.”694 In his
marginal annotations to the Bull, Le Paige even remarked on an episode he had read about in the
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, in 1741, in which a clergyman read the propositions of Unigenitus to
his aged aunt. The aunt apparently commented, “that is beautiful,” before her nephew told her
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that the pope had condemned those propositions, leading the aunt to express her opposition to
the Bull.695 Le Paige, it seems, sympathized with the aunt and shared an experience with her. In
some moments of reading, he understood the Bull in the way that it first struck his mind—that is,
in its natural, instinctive meaning. But how was this natural and instinctive meaning formed?
Of all the methods of reading Unigenitus that would have left a trace in the margins of
readers’ copies, that of commonsensical or natural reading was the least likely to do so. Such
reading did not necessarily require intertextual justification in the same way that other forms did.
Nevertheless, it still did not occur in a vacuum. This type of reading was still closely linked to a
reading of the Bull through other sources that provided readers with a “horizon of expectations”
through which they would have understood other texts.696
The materials that provided Le Paige with his “horizon of expectation” included
theological and doctrinal sources. In the margins of copies of Unigenitus and the Réflexions
morales that he owned, for instance, Le Paige made repeated references to scripture, the writings
of the Church Fathers, catechisms, and other books of piety, such as the Imitation de JésusChrist, demonstrating that such works helped to frame his reading. 697 The “natural meanings” of
religious texts in eighteenth-century France were determined for many readers, as pro-Unigenitus
historian Vincent Thuillier noted, by the prevalence of Augustinian and Jansenist catechisms,
theological tracts, and liturgical works in the late seventeenth century, which worked to naturalize
Jansenist doctrine as the water in which many eighteenth-century French Catholics swam.698
Le Paige’s “horizon of expectation,” like that of other readers, was also likely conditioned
by his reading of an array of historical prefaces, histories, and news sources. In a copy of
Unigenitus from 1714, Le Paige made frequent references to such sources, including JeanBaptiste Louail and Jean-Baptiste Cadry’s Histoire du livre des Réflexions morales sur le
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Nouveau Testament et de la constitution Unigenitus, the Entretien d’un ecclesiastique et d’un
laique, the historical preface to the Hexaples, the Catéchisme historique et dogmatique sur les
contestations qui divisent maintenant l’Église, Du Témoignage de la vérité, and most commonly,
the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques.699 He cited these sources with various pastoral instructions,
memoires, and other Jansenist works that helped to fix an understanding of the Bull in time and
place. Le Paige paid particular attention in his commentaries drawn from historical sources, on
the one hand, to the motives that led to the promulgation and acceptance of Unigenitus and, on
the other, to the violence and persecution used to support it thereafter. Commenting on the
description of Quesnel in Unigenitus as one of those “false prophets, dressed in sheep’s clothing”
and “masters of falsehood,” Le Paige cited Quesnel’s own defense of himself and pronounced it
unseemly that the pope would write with such “violent passion.” Responding to the claim that the
Bull was written in reply to “reiterated complaints,” Le Paige noted, following the Histoire du livre,
that this phrase referred only to the Bishops of Luçon and La Rochelle, who “persuaded the pope
to suppress their names.” Elsewhere, following reference to La constitution Unigenitus, avec des
remarques et des notes, Le Paige stated clearly the motive behind Unigenitus was to support
Molinism and the Jesuits’ influence.700 He concluded his annotations on the Bull itself by arguing
that the bishops and the pope had given readings to the propositions that were so forced that
they could only be defended with violence.701 The implication was clear: by understanding the
Bull in context, one saw that it was created with corrupt motives, that it was written in a tone
unbefitting of a prelate, and that it was supported by persecution. If one was meant to “know them
by their fruits,” the fruits of Unigenitus were clearly rotten and ill-begotten.
Finally, Le Paige’s “horizon of expectation” when approaching texts associated with the
Unigenitus controversies was also shaped by songs, images and even jokes. On the title pages
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and back pages of a number of official documents, he wrote down verses from songs and jokes
on the controversies, typically with some relationship to the documents themselves. These songs
and jokes stressed many of the same anti-papal, anti-Jesuit, and anti-episcopal sentiments that
most of the printed Jansenist polemical works that Le Paige read did, but still more vehemently.
One song, the verses of which were written on the title page of the Délibérations, spoke of the
Bull not as the work of the pope, Jesus, or the Church, but as that of Loyola, the founder of the
Jesuits.702 Another dealt more directly with the bishops gathered in Paris for the Assembly of the
Clergy. According to the song, the bishops had come to condemn the Gospel, were the pawns of
the Jesuits, were the subject of scorn and contempt in the city, and turned like weathervanes with
any wind that blew from court.703 Songs such as these made clear that Unigenitus was the
product of a broad conspiracy, and the implications of this conspiracy were serious. Church
doctrine was being put in danger because of the influence that the Jesuits had over the bishops
and the court, and the bishops were acting only in their own worldly, political self-interest.
Many eighteenth-century Parisians likely heard and sang such songs. As Robert Darnton
has noted, songs in Old Regime France “provided a running commentary on public affairs.”704
Nevertheless, what is particularly interesting here is that Le Paige explicitly used such often
satirical, comical, and what contemporaries would have called libelous verses in an effort to
contextualize printed proclamations from authorities—in this case, the deliberations of the
Assembly of the Clergy and the official publication of Unigenitus.705 While oral culture could
always amplify the messages of writing through the reading aloud or singing of printed or written
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content, orality could also be used as an aid to the proper understanding of print and as a means
of altering the meaning of a printed text. The Délibérations presented the official text of
Unigenitus and the pastoral instruction of the forty bishops who accepted it. To read these texts in
light of songs, which accused the bishops of acting out of worldly self-interest and painted the Bull
as a Jesuit and courtly plot to overturn true religion, was to give them new meanings that were
certainly not intended by their authors.
All these forms of reading were common among readers in the controversy. Some shared
Le Paige’s bibliographical sense and interest in publishing history.706 Some read works in the
controversies through theological and doctrinal sources, and some read them through the lens
provided by works on the surrounding context.707 Some also claimed to read texts in the natural
or common sense, even if this sense was always conditioned by other sources, whether written,
printed, visual, or oral.708 Other readers kept manuscript songs and printed song collections, often
binding them with other texts, particularly copies of Unigenitus, that would suggest they made
similar use of these popular texts.709 Through Jansenist texts, images, and songs, these readers
learned the same lessons Le Paige had—that the propositions condemned in Unigenitus
expressed the orthodox doctrine of Catholicism, that the condemnation itself was the product of a
corrupt plot to overturn true religion on the part of the Jesuits, the court, and the episcopacy, and
that Unigenitus was, therefore, unacceptable. Le Paige’s reading was likely separated by degree
from that of other readers who employed the same methods. While few readers left the amount of
marginal evidence that Le Paige did, they provided other evidence of how their reading, seeing,
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and hearing of Jansenist polemics, especially about the political context surrounding Unigenitus,
influenced their thoughts, feelings, and actions.
Describing Reading
Jansenist authors, Jesuits, pro-Unigenitus bishops, and the police noted that, already in 1713 and
1714, there existed an amorphous public that was hungry for information about Unigenitus. The
Jansenist polemicist d’Étemare wrote to Quesnel in November 1714 of the avidity with which
Parisians, in particular, consumed Du Témoignage de la vérité especially while copies were
rare.710 D’Étemare’s letter points, on the one hand, to a desire among a Parisian audience to
learn about the context surrounding the Bull. On the other hand, it points to a practice of sharing
books. While copies were scarce, they were passed around. The Grand Vicar of Boulogne wrote
to Quesnel from Paris in 1714 concerning the commercial success of the first edition of the
Hexaples and of the Quatrième Gémissement in the moment of their appearance and the relative
failure of Jesuit defenses of the Bull.711 Furthermore, it was not only these classics of early antiUnigenitus print that spread so rapidly throughout Paris and, to a lesser extent, in the provinces.
In a 1731 letter to the Cardinal de Fleury, the police commissaire Camuset reported both on the
speed with which a “libel” in the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques was spreading and on the fact that
2000 copies of the anti-Jesuit and, therefore, pro-Jansenist Mémoires de la demoiselle Cadière,
printed in Paris, had sold in only eight days!712 A note from a police informant in 1725 in the
Bastille dossier of an abbé accused of distributing “diabolical” manuscript newssheets remarked
on how quickly news spread and opinions formed, stating that when it came to one news item
concerning “the disputes in the Church, […] all the Jansenists of Paris knew, Saturday night at
the same moment.” They learned of it from the publication an official arrêt and from word of
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mouth.713 In this sense, the public’s hunger for information meant a hunger for all information in
print, manuscript, and conversation concerning Unigenitus. One mouche even remarked on the
distorting effects that the Jansenist information ecosystem had on one’s expectations concerning
events to come, stating “one always expects great events when before there were few when one
follows the ideas and spirit of the Jansenists.”714
This last reflection opens a window onto how contemporaries thought about the reading
of Jansenist polemics. The historiographical debates around Jansenism have included much
discussion of the extent to which we can take seriously representations of Jansenist readers and
the effects of Jansenist reading. This has been particularly true in cases where Jansenist reading,
Jansenist readers, or the Jansenist public were characterized by their pro-Unigenitus
opponents.715 When, as we have seen, men such as Languet de Gergy described with horror a
shift in Parisian, and mostly female, reading practices from a humble and devotional form of
meditative reading to a highly informative and critical form of reading that led one to “read
everything, reason about everything, and judge everything boldly without hesitation,” they had
self-interested reasons to do so.716 As opponents of Jansenism, it was in their interest to make
Jansenist reading into a highly dangerous practice that could mislead the faithful. This was
particularly true given the flourishing state of the Jansenist press after Unigenitus. As many
readers encountered Jansenist print and many appeared to be persuaded by it, playing up the
fear of the effects of Jansenist reading still further helped in the episcopal, royal, and Jesuitical
defense of Unigenitus.
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Languet de Gergy was not alone among those who supported Unigenitus in his fears of
the content of Jansenist works and the way in which readers read them. In a report from a 1743
visit that he conducted at the Ursuline convent in Troyes, Mathias Poncet de la Rivière, then
Bishop of Troyes, remarked on how the nuns continued to read the Réflexions morales even
thirty years after Unigenitus and that they always read the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, revering the
newssheet on the same level as the biblical commentary. His aim was to get the nuns to abandon
their reading of both so that they would accept Unigenitus and return to orthodoxy. In this
document not meant for public consumption, Poncet de la Rivière had no need to overstate the
influence of such texts, but he still clearly suggested that the reading of Quesnel’s biblical
commentary and the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques could have great power over readers.
Nevertheless, a conversation that the bishop had with one of the nuns complicated this picture
still further. When asked by the nun, “what is it that you condemn in the book of Father Quesnel,”
the bishop responded, “I condemn in it the evil sense that you give it in reading it.”717 In this
sense, the book was not necessarily evil in itself, even if it were susceptible to a corrupt
interpretation. It was the way in which it was read that made it evil.
While Languet de Gergy and others potentially inflated the dangers of Jansenist reading
in writings intended for public consumption, police and allied pro-Unigenitus partisans joined
Poncet de la Rivière and other clerics who were quieter in their expressions of fear associated
with Jansenist reading. The same mouche who remarked on the Jansenists’ hunger for news and
information expressed worry that the events the Jansenists were reporting simply were not true,
and he noted divided opinion among the Jansenists while attempting to distance himself from the
on dit that he reported.718 Elsewhere, in discussions of a 1733 “counter gazette ecclésiastique,” a
police informant worried that the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques were overly trusted by the public and
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were capable of holding the public’s attention. It was thus necessary not to abandon “the
battlefield” of printed discourse to the Jansenists alone, allowing them “to triumph over and insult
all that is the most sacred.”719 Into the 1750s at least, the Parisian police held the belief that
Jansenist print, especially the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, could exert a powerful influence over all
those who encountered it.720 In both secretive meditations and public statements, Jansenist
reading was thought to pose a real threat to public order and religion.
Still more compelling, it was not only the Jansenists’ opponents who assigned Jansenist
print and Jansenist reading such power. In his 1750 letter to the then-lieutenant general of police
Nicolas-René Berryer, the abbé Cormaille remarked on the trust that readers placed in the
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques and the fact that police efforts to stifle the Jansenist press only made
its products more popular. According to Cormaille, if the Nouvelles reported only on theological
matters and not on the cat-and-mouse game played by police, its authors, and Jansenist priests,
then readers would have no cause to frequent the newssheet, which was popular because it was
entertaining and because it could purport to tell the truth when authorities wanted to suppress
it.721 For Cormaille, then, it was not only the information that was supplied by the Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques that made it powerful, but also a belief that the Nouvelles was telling the truth
when others were not. Readers' sympathy for the newssheet and for its authors in their fight
against royal and ecclesiastical authorities was on display already when Vintimille condemned the
newssheet in 1732. While many Parisian parish priests refused in protest to read the
condemnation from their pulpits, in the parishes where it was declaimed, the reading of the
condemnation led to mass walkouts among the lay faithful.722
In a printed 1732 letter, Jacques-Joseph Duguet discussed what he believed to be the
power and danger of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques. An initial supporter and one of the original
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co-editors of the newssheet, by 1732, Duguet had developed doubts about its positive influence
and was openly critical of the convulsionary movement he believed the newssheet had helped to
inspire. The author of the Nouvelles would do better to respect authorities, especially from the
anonymous position that he occupied, which, according to Duguet, gave the author a kind of
universal appeal. He believed that the newssheet would be better if it assumed what he called,
“the style of news, in which reflections and conjectures are the enemy, and for which the
enlightened reader has no need.” Duguet feared that the newssheet, meant to “instruct the
public,” could be “dangerous” not only because of its contents, which could be too harsh and
critical of authority, but also because of “the fruit that some readers take from the reflections,”
which was “most commonly a contempt for authority.” Ultimately, he feared that the readers of the
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques would “enter into the passions of others,” rather than thinking for
themselves.723 Like Poncet de la Rivière, who did not believe the Réflexions morales were
necessarily bad in themselves, Duguet seems to have thought the same about the Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques. For Duguet, the Nouvelles and other Jansenist polemical works were powerful
and dangerous because at one and the same time they made readers feel as though they were
exercising their individual judgment against the arbitrary rulings of authority while, in fact, they
were often “entering into the passions of others” and simply falling in line with the framing that the
nouvelliste gave to stories.
The accounts of Languet de Gergy, Poncet de la Rivière, Cormaille, Duguet, and other
observers cannot tell us everything that we want to know about Jansenist reading and its effects.
Nevertheless, we must not ignore or downplay such accounts of Jansenist reading produced by
observers other than the readers themselves. Such accounts do not always tell us much about
the readers’ motivations or about what readers took away from their readings. Through such
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accounts, however, we can glean information concerning some reading practices that did not
leave a physical trace. For example, we learn from police reports that a teacher read the Gazette
d’Hollande to his students aloud every week in 1719, that two teachers read the Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques, the Réflexions morales, and the Catéchisme de Montpellier aloud to their
students in 1741, and that still another teacher held nightly meetings at which libels were read
aloud at the Collège de Plessis.724
These reports demonstrate that Jansenist print had a circulation far wider than the
number of copies printed, and they attest to the fact that Jansenist works such as the Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques were not always, or perhaps not even typically, consumed alone and in silence.725
Friends and neighbors shared copies and read aloud to each other. On the one hand, this
expanded the number of readers and auditors who could have access to one copy of a work,
whether a large-format book or a small-format newssheet. Because the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques
was a highly clandestine, illegal periodical, unlike some tacitly permitted or privileged journals
from Paris, the provinces, and abroad, it was unlikely to be circulated as freely in cafés and in the
streets as these types of sources. Nevertheless, if the numbers of readers that Jeremy Popkin
and Elizabeth Andrews Bond have suggested for such publications are correct, then the sixthousand weekly copies of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques could have reached between seventyfive thousand and one-hundred-and-fifty thousand readers and auditors.726 On the other hand, as
discussed in Chapter 5, this shared form of transmission likely built trust in the works circulating,
as friends accredited the works that friends shared with them, physically or orally, and the very
form of reading aloud may have made the information shared more compelling.727 As Louis de
Jaucourt noted, in his article “Reading” in the Encyclopédie, “the work that one hears recited, that
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one hears agreeably read, seduces more than the work that one reads oneself and in a cold
sense in one’s study.”728 To read in a group and to read aloud, for Jaucourt, was to read less
critically. As he saw it, reading aloud led to seduction.
These descriptions of readers by people other than the readers themselves help us to
gain access to readers and auditors who were less likely to leave written records of their own
reading. Of course, this includes those who listened to a reading of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques
or some other text, but it also includes people such as Catherine Pinart, a nun, who had a fellow
nun write an appeal on her behalf in 1744. Pinart’s appeal began, “not knowing how to write, I
asked one of my superiors to write this bill for me, declaring to her my sentiments.”729 As David
Hall, Roger Chartier, and others have shown, early modern Europeans and Americans often
learned to read before they learned to write, so the fact that Catherine Pinart could not write does
not necessarily signal that she also could not read.730 While Pinart did not explicitly reference
reading, she stated that she was appealing against Unigenitus because it condemned truths in
conformity with “the expressions of Scripture, of the Holy Fathers, and of the Catechism with
which [she] was instructed from her most tender youth.” She went still further, demonstrating a
knowledge of Jansenist messaging that focused on the circumstances surrounding the Bull rather
than the contents of the Bull itself, stating that Unigenitus had not been accepted by the Church,
contrary to what authorities suggested, and that it condemned “the truths most essential to
religion.”731 While Pinart’s record might be unique, we can reasonably assume that other readers
who could not write and even auditors who could not read had similar access to both theological
and historical instruction on the Unigenitus controversies.
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Other readers described their own reading in appeals, conversations with police, and
correspondence, especially with Jansenist authors. Some gave only vague reference to their
reading matter and practices. In August 1742, Jaqueline Françoise Baudouin, a Parisian nun,
began her appeal by stating, “after having read with application the matters that form the subject
of the contestations in the Church, I adhere in mind and heart to the appeal that the four bishops
interjected of the Bull Unigenitus to a general council.” While she made no reference to specific
texts, her appeal reflected a knowledge of the circumstances surrounding Unigenitus.732 A
Benedictine monk, Pierre Bâlon, writing some ten years later, repeated almost the exact same
language when he wrote, “after having studied with application the matters that form the basis of
the present contestations in the Church,” he would join the appeal. Like Baudouin, Bâlon added
more specific complaints: Unigenitus encouraged a change in Church doctrine, which authorities
were attempting to reinforce by revising diocesan catechisms and, more importantly, it had led to
a horrifying spread of Molinism in many parishes. He bemoaned the ignorance that increased
each day since Unigenitus was published.733 To study “the matters that form the basis of the
present contestations in the Church” meant to consume Jansenist polemic in its theological and
historical forms.
Other readers were more specific when explaining what they had read. One clerical
reader wrote to the appellant Bishop of Boulogne, Pierre de Langle, informing him that while
reading Unigenitus alone was enough to convince even a non-theologian of its injustice, after
reading the open letter that Langle had written to Languet de Gergy, the reader resolved to
appeal and became convinced that “every faithful person must interest himself” in the present
disputes.734 In 1741, another clerical reader, Prosper Tassin, wrote to his friend, a peddler of
Jansenist news and a notary’s clerk named Elie Radet, to describe the effect that reading
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Montgeron’s La vérité des miracles had upon him. Tassin remarked that reading the descriptions
and justifications of the miracles had made him happy and left him “very edified.”735 In this sense,
Jansenist sources that recounted contemporary events could be as edifying as books of piety had
once been. Also in 1741, another reader Barbe La Ruite of Liège noted that she was motivated to
appeal by her readings of the Réflexions morales, Montgeron’s La vérité des miracles, and other
books about Unigenitus. In describing her reading, she also remarked that she wanted to make
her appeal public, even though she knew it would cause a scandal in Liège, and she publicly
announced how reading specific texts about the controversy had led her to make a personal
judgment against that desired by her bishop.736 In a 1729 letter to René Hérault, a Benedictine
monk named François Louvard of Nantes, who was accused of trafficking in Nouvelles
ecclésiastiques and other Jansenist works printed abroad, argued that he should receive
communion and absolution while in the Bastille and that refusal to accept Unigenitus was no
reason to deny the sacraments. He cited his reading of various acts of appeal by the four bishops
and by the University of Paris, other Jansenist polemical works, and the Hexaples to say that the
study of such texts demonstrated that Unigenitus condemned the faith of the Church.737 Priests
Jean-Baptiste Charles Despagne and Joseph-Jean Varillas cited a still more expansive list of
works on a range of subjects, including the Formulary of Alexander VII, the Bull Unigenitus, and
the Council of Embrun, the reading of which, “examined without prejudice and in the sole view of
instructing [themselves] on the important questions that divide the theologians,” had led them to
appeal.738
While readers such as these made clear reference to their reading of both theological
and historical sources, others explicitly referenced their reading of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques
as shaping their opinions. One nun, writing in 1752, bemoaned the fact that she would no longer
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be allowed to read the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques.739 Another nun, in June 1747, said that her
appeal was explicitly motivated by her reading of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques and, above all, by
what she had learned about police actions to suppress the periodical.740 In this sense, the
newssheet’s narration of the game played between the police and itself clearly worked to
influence readers and convince them that police efforts to stamp out the periodical were efforts to
stifle the truth, analogous to those undertaken by the papacy, the monarchy, much of the
episcopacy, and the police in condemning the Réflexions morales.741
Other actors stopped short of discussing their reading while clearly evincing a knowledge
of the controversy influenced by Jansenist works. The Oratorian Joseph Massillon may not have
cited any reading in his 1732 appeal, but he described the Bull as “a reversal” of the dogma
concerning grace that was designed to “establish on its ruins the Pelagian System of the Jesuits.”
He noted that the Bull would “shake the faith” of the faithful and cause “trouble in states” with its
desire to “submit the temporal power of princes to the authority of the Pope.” He concluded by
reiterating the notion that Unigenitus was the product of Jesuit ambition and that the Jesuits had
tricked the pope himself into publishing it.742 In 1718, the Benedictines of the Abbey St. Benigne
in Dijon similarly echoed Jansenist talking points in their collective appeal, focusing, in particular,
on the corrupt motivations that led to the acceptance of the Bull. All those who had accepted the
Bull had done so out of interest or fear, they contended. This was not a free and unanimous vote
of the Church, and therefore, a Church council was needed.743 Each of the cited plot points could
have been found in any number of Jansenist polemical works.
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Other readers similarly did not make explicit reference to reading, but they borrowed the
very language of Jansenist works. Louis Goupil, a Benedictine monk, employed language found
in any number of Jansenist works, but especially the historical preface to the Hexaples, when he
described “the general uprising of all the orders of the Church and of the State in the Kingdom
against this piece, that one can say has been conceived by hate and vengeance, born by
ambition and interest, maintained by violence and spread by intrigue.”744 In justifying his 1718
appeal, Gregoire Morel, a cleric from Bayeux, described “the almost universal uprising of the
faithful of every age, sex, and condition, layman as well as cleric” at the arrival of the Bull, and he
went on to defend his appeal against the Bull by reference to a Jesuit plot to overturn religion.745
It was not only priests who left such records. Nuns also echoed the language of Jansenist
polemical works, stating, for instance, that they wished to “render witness to the Truth,” borrowing
the title of Vivian De La Borde’s 1714 justification of everyone’s, including even the lay faithful’s,
duty to bear witness to the truth in times of trouble.746 Others lifted more than just the title from
the works with which they were familiar. Marie Elisabeth le Bigre, an Ursuline nun in Troyes,
copied almost verbatim a whole paragraph about the way in which the Réflexions morales had
circulated and been read prior to Unigenitus from Louail’s Histoire du livre, and Marie Marguerite,
dite du St. Sacrament, a Carmelite nun from Beaune, wrote in similar language to justify her own
appeal.747
While these readers seem primarily to have read pro-Jansenist works in order to inform
themselves, others described a wider range of reading that included also works against the
Jansenists. When the abbé Lasseray was arrested and his books seized in 1747, he challenged
authorities to draw anything meaningful from his reading. He had works concerning Unigenitus
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and especially concerning the convulsions that presented the perspective of all sides on the
issue. He justified this wide reading by reference to his role as a cleric, which required him to be
well-informed concerning these matters, but he contradicted this special status to some extent,
noting that these books, even though they were “printed without permission, […] were in the
hands of all the world,” and surely, a priest had more latitude to read them than anyone else who
was reading them anyway.748 A notary’s clerk and distributer of Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, Elie
Radet echoed this sentiment when he was arrested in 1745. He stated that, while he had works
on Unigenitus in order to study them, he had never taken part “in any way in the affairs of the
times.” He noted, further, that although the police would find evidence of his thoughts among his
papers, some of which concerned Unigenitus, “it is not possible that in the middle of so many
affairs that have made such noise for such a long time that each person does not think after his
own fashion.” The position of both men was that they had read material that was essentially
unavoidable because of its pervasiveness, but that it would be hard, if not impossible, as Radet
expressed it, “to capture their thoughts.”749
Some readers were moved to oppose the Bull more by their negative reactions to their
readings of pro-Unigenitus texts than by their readings of anti-Unigenitus works. A 1718 act of
appeal by the Ursuline nuns of Beauvais reflected this dynamic in two ways. First, out of a sense
of duty and obedience, the nuns read Unigenitus aloud in their convent, which led them to note
the extent to which Unigenitus could not be regarded as “a rule of faith.” Their reading of the Bull
was merely “an external deference rendered to the Episcopal authority,” and it had caused them
all to become aware of Unigenitus’ defects. If this initial reaction was catalyzed by an oral reading
of the Bull, the second was a multimedia affair. The Bishop of Beauvais “posted in the city, the
faubourgs, and on the doors of the monastery, an Ordonnance dated 8 September 1718, which
he since has distributed in the City” and which called on “all the faithful of his diocese to submit in

748

“Imprimez sans permission […] sont entre les mains de tout le monde.” AB 11633, 15.
“Je ne me melois en aucune façon d’affaire du temps [….] Il n’est pas possible qu’au milieu de tant d’affaires qui font
du bruit depuis tant de temps un chacun ne pense à sa façon, et je ne croix pas qu’on veuille captiver les pensées.” AB
11583, 38.

749

258

heart and mind” to Unigenitus “as being a dogmatic Judgment of the Church.”750 The episcopal
ordonnance published the Papal Bull Pastoralis Officii, and its wide circulation triggered the
appeal of the nuns more than did the positive reading of any Jansenist polemical work. Similarly,
a reading of a condemnation of the Hexaples prompted a cavalry captain to launch an appeal,
and others, such as Jean François Bouret, a priest from Rouen, claimed their appeals were
motivated by pro-Unigenitus libels, which they believed lied and misled the faithful.751 Jansenist
polemicists even played to this phenomenon when they not only printed thousands of copies of
their own condemnation, but they also printed copies of Jesuit polemical works that had
previously circulated only in manuscript or in small print-runs to publicize further the evil spirit of
their interlocutors.752
At first glance, readers who read Unigenitus as a guide to right doctrine or an abridged
version of the Réflexions morales and not as a set of doctrinal principles to be condemned seem
to be readers who took liberties with the texts they read and used them for their own purposes—
the very type of readers that so much of the history of reading and literary criticism has
theorized.753 In many respects, they were. They received texts that told them to do one thing, and
they did another. Nevertheless, we must temper this conclusion. On the one hand, we can
distinguish between understanding and reaction.754 As the Jansenists themselves often pointed
out, they and the Jesuits, with whom they most bitterly disagreed, understood the texts they read,
including Unigenitus, in the exact same way, but they reacted to these meanings in opposite
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fashion. They could agree on what a proposition meant and disagree over whether it conformed
to orthodox doctrine.755 On the other hand, we must not rush to assume that media had no
influence over these readers’ decision making or only a negative influence.
The question for both sides in this controversy was not whether media—here, a
combination of printed texts, manuscript documents, oral conversations, songs, placards, and
engravings—exerted influence over their audiences, but, above all, one of whose media more
effectively did so. The answer for contemporary observers writing at different times during the
controversies—Vincent Thuillier describing the 1710s, Edmund François Barbier describing the
1730s and 1740s, and Malesherbes describing the 1740s and 1750s—was clearly that of the
Jansenists. The effect, according to Barbier, was the creation of a public that was “Jansenist
without knowing why.” They may have resisted the messages promoted by pro-Unigenitus
polemical works, but they may have done so because they read these works in light of the
perspective provided by Jansenist texts. What seems at first glance to be a powerful act of
individual resistance appears, from another perspective, to be an act of conformity with a
particular public or reading community.756
The Effects of Jansenist Reading: Beliefs, Feelings, and Actions
Beliefs
How did the reading of Jansenist polemical works affect readers? In the first place, Jansenist
polemics influenced what people believed about Catholic orthodoxy. In the wake of Unigenitus,
many readers made the reading of Unigenitus’ propositions into a part of their devotional
practices. Some marked out the propositions in their copies of the Réflexions morales. Others,
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such as two sisters who wrote to Quesnel, carried hand-copied Unigenituses with them so that
they could study the propositions at leisure.757 While these propositions received no special
attention before Unigenitus, they came to be central to many readers’ doctrinal and
ecclesiological views during the controversy. For such readers, informative reading in its doctrinal
and theological form may have led to a more informed version of belief.758
Other readers came simply to be convinced of Unigenitus’ injustice and of the existence
of a corrupt plot to establish and accept it. Many such readers remarked on how the pope had
condemned Quesnel and his book without even deigning to listen to Quesnel’s justifications of
himself.759 Still more believed in the reality of a Jesuit plot, aided by royal, papal, and episcopal
policies that led to the persecution of Jansenists. Such readers argued that Unigenitus was
promulgated to replace orthodox Catholicism with a lax Jesuit Molinism and that those who
accepted the Bull did so only out of fear, ambition, and interest.760 A convulsionary domestic
servant, Marie Vilmondel, who lived in the Jansenist hotbed of St. Médard, decried this plot in the
strongest possible terms in a conversation with a priest when she argued that Unigenitus was “a
cursed abomination that was brought forth from the boutique of Satan by the detestable cabal of
the Society of Jesuits.”761 Vilmondel was not alone in blaming the Jesuits, the pope, the king, and
the episcopacy for overturning orthodoxy. As Barbier and other observers noted, there appeared
to be a pervasive belief in the corruption of the Jesuits among the people of Paris and many of
the people of France.762 Others who imbibed this line of plot thinking came to imagine opposing
their will to that of these corrupt authorities. As one Carmelite nun from Beaune put it, “God gave
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us reason to distinguish true from false and to discern good from bad [….] it has been twentyeight years since the Bull was established by similar violences, but if the Pope and the King
allowed liberty of conscience, we would not need eight days to make it detested by the whole
world.”763
This conspiratorial vision of ecclesiastical politics could and did lead in multiple directions.
In the first place, it may have contributed to a more general prevalence of conspiracy thinking in
eighteenth-century France. Historians of eighteenth-century France have highlighted the
centrality of conspiracy theories to popular eighteenth-century political understandings.764 If later
eighteenth-century French politics can be understood in no small part as conspiratorial, then it is
not unreasonable to believe that the Jansenist promotion of the idea of a Jesuit plot, aided by
papal, royal, and episcopal authorities to establish and accredit Unigenitus, likely helped both to
model the ways in which future effective polemical campaigns that dealt in conspiracy were
produced and to condition the ways in which readers would have received later conspiratorial
works. In this manner, eighteenth-century Jansenist polemic may have served as a bridge
between earlier Protestant polemics, Counter Reformation polemics, polemics produced during
the French Wars of Religion, and polemics produced during the Fronde, on the one hand, and
later forms of pre-revolutionary and revolutionary print, on the other.765 This bridge likely helped to
sustain the conspiratorial style of politics in early modern France and to provide it with new force
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and coherence as the Jansenists employed new media that enabled them to reach still wider
audiences than previous oppositional campaigns had.
Such an understanding of politics and its relationship to religious doctrine also led to
doubt for many.766 Cardinal Fleury, in the immediate wake of the promulgation of Unigenitus, for
instance, noted that the flood of polemical literature about Unigenitus and the ways in which
ordinary people consumed it made people less obedient and made them “regard the most certain
truths as problematic opinions.”767 An undated letter by a pro-Unigenitus priest went further,
arguing that the inability to affirm Unigenitus’ status as a law of Church and state was a coup for
the “Jansenist gazetteer.” Not only did it cast doubt over what the Church believed, but it had
effects on ordinary people’s understanding of politics. The “ignorant public,” he believed, would
be persuaded that “the conduct of the Court is nothing more than a game.”768 In this sense, some
of those who supported the Bull understood that religious division and the highly public disputes
over orthodoxy that Unigenitus occasioned were as likely to lead to the spread of religious doubt,
to the increase of anticlericalism, and to a loss of faith in the political system as they were to win
obedience to orthodox Catholicism, the Church, and the Crown.
Jansenists too believed that the ultimate effect of public schism was as likely to be doubt
as it was to be more informed belief. An appellant priest from Caen, for instance, believed
Unigenitus was a coup for the impious and the heretics, who profited most from divisions in the
Church.769 Other appeals made similar arguments.770 So pervasive was the belief that the Bull
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and the disputes it had engendered had led to the spread of doubt that the concept was even
represented in an engraving titled, “While the pastors are in debate, the wolves take the
sheep.”771
Non-committed observers had a similar impression. Many commentators, from Barbier to
even David Hume, noted, for instance, that disputes over the miracles of François de Pâris had
had the effect of casting doubt on biblical miracles, which were less well-attested, and that the
ultimate effect of such doubts was to raise serious questions about religion more generally.772
Meanwhile, in his 1716 Lettre écrite à Musala, Joseph Bonnet noted that both sides in the
controversy, simply by arguing over doctrine, were “throwing doubts into the minds of the people”
and “shaking the foundations of their faith.” If they fought only with reason and sacred authorities,
Bonnet believed, the controversy would not have gotten so out of hand, but “their writings often
are filled with injurious reproaches and malign railleries,” which had the effect of rendering all
authorities less legitimate.773 Even some of those who seem to have been somewhat allied with
the Jansenist cause and who belonged to the lower and less-educated classes remarked upon
and evinced a growing distrust of religious authorities and an emerging doubt. As Dale Van Kley
has noted in his study of the life and beliefs of Robert-François Damiens, Louis XV’s would-be
assassin, knowledge of and obsession with the Unigenitus controversy encouraged a pervasive,
popular anti-clericalism that extended to animosity against Jansenist clergy as well as their
constitutionnaire opponents.774 As religious doctrine came to appear to be the product of corrupt
worldly machinations, rather than of divine inspiration, some readers likely came to see doctrine
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as man-made, rather than God-given, designed to serve those in power in the here and now, not
those seeking eternal salvation in the hereafter.
While the Unigenitus controversy certainly led some towards doubt, most readers of the
controversy were less likely to turn entirely away from religion than to turn against the corrupt and
worldly authorities themselves and to seek new forms of legitimate, credible authority. This
search for a new authority to fill the void left by traditional authorities led readers to one final and
dramatic form of belief that grew with the Unigenitus controversy—that is, a belief in their own
capacity for judgment.775 In countless acts of appeal, lay and clerical Jansenist readers
announced that their decisions to appeal were entirely their own and informed by their selfinstruction.776 Some denounced a spirit of party in making their appeals, and they accused those
who accepted Unigenitus of doing so out of self-interest, implying that their own decisions to
appeal were not taken with any worldly interest in mind and were, in fact, taken with knowledge
that such an act could harm their worldly interests.777 These statements reflected nothing if not
the readers’ beliefs that they were capable and competent judges or, at least, witnesses to the
truth—a status that Jansenist authors had attempted to confer on them.
Nevertheless, many of these acts of appeal used the same language, and many referred
to the reader’s belief that his or her views were in conformity, and always had been in conformity,
with those of the true Church. Such appeals and the formulaic language they employed betrayed
the fact that, at the very same moment that these readers came to believe they were acting as
autonomous individuals who researched and thought for themselves, they, in fact, came to think
more like everyone else, as they were formed by Jansenist polemical works into an increasingly
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informed Jansenist public.778 Jacques-Joseph Duguet remarked on this tension when he worried
about how the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques attempted to guide public judgment by raising individual
readers against legitimate authorities only to expose them “to the danger of entering into the
passions of others,” namely the Nouvelliste himself.779
Duguet’s lamentation of the potentially destructive effects of encouraging readers to take
their own judgment too seriously betrayed the fact that some Jansenist polemicists feared that
Jansenist readers’ beliefs in the authority of their own judgment could turn them against
traditional authorities and Jansenist authors, alike. Some of Duguet’s allies worried that
Jansenism had descended into fanaticism.780 Others worried that the elitist and hierarchical
sentiments of those like Duguet would drive the people away from the cause all together.
D’Étemare, for instance, wrote in a 1733 letter presumably to another Jansenist leader that “the
people believe that the [Jansenist priests] are ignoring the facts […] that they see with their own
eyes.” He continued, “it is thus how clerics lose, little by little, the confidence of the people.”781
The Jansenist public then had some autonomy even from its own authors. While some readers,
therefore, came to believe in the propositions of Unigenitus as articles of faith and others certainly
came to believe variously in the realities of a Jesuit plot and police persecution, they all seemed
to believe in themselves as judges of or witnesses to the truth, even if the extent to which they
can be said to have thought freely may be brought very much into question. While they may have
had more or less detailed understandings of the issues that formed the basis of the dispute or the
finer details of the politics that surrounded Unigenitus, many likely were, as Barbier suggested,
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“Jansenists without knowing why,” Jansenists less because of a particular set of beliefs than a
more general, powerful, and pervasive feeling.782
Feelings
Jansenist authors spilled a great deal of ink to elicit emotional responses from their readers.
Titles, such as the Quatrième Gémissement d’une ame vivement touchée de la constitution de
N.S.P. le Pape Clement XI du 8 septembre 1713 suggest this preoccupation with generating
affect.783 The pamphlet modeled the emotional response, a mixture of grief and hope, that one
should experience when faced with Unigenitus.784 The title of another popular pamphlet promised
to render “the truth” “sensible,” making it “strike the senses,” making it felt.785
Jansenist polemicists, from Charles-Robert Berthier to the abbé Cormaille, consistently
emphasized the need for Jansenist polemical works to be evocative. As Berthier wrote in a 1718
letter to Pierre de la Broue, the appellant Bishop of Mirepoix, the Jansenists needed to tell the
story of all that was done to obtain Unigenitus and to make it accepted, and it was this summary
of the “intrigues, violences, and injustices” employed by the Jesuits and their allies that would
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most “excite the horror and indignation of the public.”786 Cormaille noted similarly, years later in
1750, that the Jansenists used stories of persecution to turn the public against the Bull and to win
its sympathy.
Many of these sources attempted to elicit grief and feelings of despair on the part of their
audiences. For instance, a pamphlet, printed in the form of an almanac in 1733, stated that its
goal was to be useful to the Church by provoking the “the lamentations” of the faithful. To this
end, it provided daily accounts of the “the events that led to the excesses that we deplore,” the
reading of which “offered an object worthy of our tears.”787 Like many other works that sought to
draw readers’ tears, the almanac employed a historical narrative to do so. Other works, similarly
sought to evoke “lamentations” and “tears” simply by recounting what had happened.
The goal of Jansenist polemical efforts, however, was not to leave readers with an allencompassing sense of despair at the troubles that afflicted the Church. Rather, Jansenist
polemicists also meant to provide readers with consolation and hope because they were
members of God’s elect, and God’s grace would protect the true Church and the Truth itself in the
long run.788 As the preface to the above almanac explained, tears were meant to lead to “prayers
for the Church for the conversion of persecutors and for the perseverance of the persecuted.”
Through sadness, one developed a deep understanding of the evils facing the Church. The
editors noted, in addition, that “we have taken care not to omit the events capable of consoling
and animating our confidence.”789 As the opening discourse of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques put
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it in 1745, “the most beautiful, the most touching, the most instructive of all books is that of the
events that have occurred in the Church.” To study this book was “to study the conduct of God”
and in so doing to recognize the protection his grace had provided the true Church.790 Even
songs presented this consoling message. As one song found in the printed Cantiques sur la Bulle
argued, true religion was in a state of peril and in need of salvation that only the appeal could
provide, “but” the songwriter continued, “what great advantage to be with you, Jesus, persecuted,
hunted, this is the lot of the most dear among your elect.”791
Other Jansenist polemicists sought to elicit still other emotions from readers, including
excitement and even laughter. Many Jansenist polemical works sought “to excite” the public. The
Nouvelles ecclésiastiques were undertaken, in no small part, “to excite the multitude plunged into
insensibility regarding the great evils of the Church.”792 Tales of police hunts, of obstinate priests,
printers, and peddlers, and of evil persecutors among the Jesuits, police, and the episcopacy
entertained and excited readers and drew them to Jansenist sources. Still others may have been
drawn in or, at least, bound together by humor. While Jansenists were (and still are) known for
their rigor and austerity, since the days of Pascal’s Lettres proviniciales, they had employed satire
and humor to win support.793
If Jansenist authors attempted to elicit a range of emotions from their readers, the
primary feeling they hoped to instill in their audience, however, was one of sympathy. Their entire
enterprise was meant to lead to this end. Their efforts to publicize various persecutions on the
part of Jesuits, the episcopacy, and the police were meant to make readers commiserate with the
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Jansenists. Even if readers, auditors, or viewers of Jansenist works did not remember or care to
remember the finer details of doctrine or the key figures in the narrative plot, many of the
“Jansenists without knowing why” likely developed a vague and general understanding of the
conflict in Manichean terms and came to feel compassion for the persecuted Jansenists and the
parlement of Paris that defended them politically. One could even disagree with Jansenists and
still sympathize with their treatment.
Actions
Whether Jansenist by belief or by feeling, by mind or by heart, many of these readers were
spurred by their reading to action. In the first place, one way to take action, open to lay people
and clerics alike, was to donate to the cause by leaving money to the boite à Perrette. As Nicolas
Lyon-Caen has shown, donations cemented community ties while supporting the persecuted and
exiled priests and funding the Jansenists’ polemical production.794 Because of its relative ease,
this was a very common way of affirming commitment to the cause, especially for the well-to-do
among the Jansenist laity.
Another way to act was to appeal to a future Church council against Unigenitus. While
this was an avenue mostly reserved for the clergy, with the four original appellant bishops taking
the lead, other members of the episcopacy and parish priests, secular and regular clergy, and
nuns, and as we have seen, some lay people joined in this form of official and open protest to the
pope’s and Gallican Church’s official policy of acceptance.795 Appealing against the Constitution
was, in many ways, the most open and public form of official opposition that a Jansenist could
take. It provided members of the Jansenist public with an opportunity to assert their own
autonomy while affirming their commitment to the cause, and it often allowed them to articulate
what they believed their position within the Church hierarchy to be. Bishops asserted their status
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as equals to the pope and above him when gathered together in Church council.796 Priests
asserted their allegiance to the Church and their desire to join in the appeal launched by the
bishops.797 Nuns often emphasized their relative ignorance and the demands of obedience that
their position dictated while arguing, at the same time, that this obedience was owed to God, not
to men.798 Nuns noted also that, even if they themselves were not competent judges of doctrine,
they were obliged to contribute to its determination in times of trouble by providing “witness to the
Truth.”799 Laypeople, too, articulated a role for the lay faithful in making their voices heard in
opposition to the Bull and in favor of the convening of a Church council to decide on the matters
at hand.800 In all of these documents, then, different forms of ecclesiology emerged, often capable
of being combined and always allied with one another—all were conciliarist, one Richerist, and
one even laicist.
In addition to donating or signing and filing an act of appeal, members of the Jansenist
reading community could, and did, take other, still more aggressive, steps to oppose Unigenitus,
including arguing with their priests or joining the cult of François de Pâris and participating in
convulsionary assemblies. Several Jansenist readers confronted priests who demanded their
submission. These readers saw themselves as the intellectual equals of their priests, “too wellinformed” to submit blindly to the priests’ dictates.801 Others combined this opposition to priestly
directives with participation in leveling convulsionary assemblies, wherein clergy and laity formed
largely undifferentiated bodies of brothers and sisters.802 Once lay people sought information and
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became convinced that they were informed, some saw little need to submit to priests who differed
in opinion.
Still, it is unlikely that donating, appealing, arguing with a priest, or joining a cult
exhausted the range of possible activities available to someone interested in the Unigenitus
controversies and moved by Jansenist polemic. What may have been the most common action,
itself a form of resistance against pro-Unigenitus authorities, was simply to read more, to sing
more, to tell more jokes, and to have more conversations about Unigenitus and about the corrupt
powers that demanded it, accepted it, and enforced it. Informing oneself was itself an important
act that could lead to still others, but it did not ultimately have to go beyond that in order to have a
significant effect on eighteenth-century French politics, culture, and society. By inviting and
encouraging readers to read more and to read informatively, and by appealing to public judgment,
the Unigenitus controversies and the parties that fought them in print, manuscript, image, speech,
and song contributed to a shift among this group from meditative reading to informative reading,
which helped to bring about a more generalized shift in reading practices that other historians
have described as a “reading revolution” in eighteenth-century Europe.
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION

In the years after Unigenitus, the Réflexions morales, a book once meant to “take the place of an
entire library,” became only a small, even if often still much admired, part of its many readers’
collections.803 Jean-Joseph Languet de Gergy was not wrong when he described the ways in
which Unigenitus had changed ordinary readers. Prior to the proclamation of the Bull, he wrote,
“one read to edify oneself, and one meditated upon what one had read to better oneself.” After
Unigenitus, Jansenist polemical efforts had turned these meditative readers into avid consumers
of works of religious controversy, instilled in them a new critical spirit, and made them passionate
and harsh judges of what they believed to be the truth.804 To Languet de Gergy, these readers
seemed to be taking part in a kind of reading revolution, and their reading seemed to lead them in
some revolutionary directions, as they increasingly came to question the authority of their
superiors in both the Church and the state.
The concept of an eighteenth-century “reading revolution” was first proposed by Rolf
Engelsing in 1969. According to Engelsing, prior to the middle of the eighteenth century, readers
had access to few books, and those books they had tended to be religious or, sometimes,
professional. They read these books over and again, often aloud and in groups, and they revered
them and their contents. Nevertheless, during the eighteenth century, as reading materials
became cheaper and new material forms—particularly journals, periodicals, and newspapers—
became increasingly available, this “intensive” way of reading gave way to “extensive” reading.
Under the extensive reading paradigm, readers read more widely and rapidly, and they adopted a
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new, critical, and increasingly irreverent attitude towards the many and varied texts they
perused.805
Engelsing’s argument can be and has been challenged from multiple perspectives. First,
the late eighteenth century was not the first period to witness a transformation in reading
practices from essentially intensive to extensive reading. The late Middle Ages, which saw a shift
from a monastic model of reading to a scholastic one, for example, could be said to have
witnessed a similar change.806 Second, in times of supposedly intensive reading, there have
always been extensive readers, and vice-versa.807 For instance, while the late-eighteenth century
supposedly saw the emergence of extensive reading, such a practice was clearly not adopted by
many readers when they took up novels by Rousseau or Richardson.808 Additionally and most
importantly for our purposes, Philippe Martin and Simon Burrows have both insisted that for the
most commonly read books and for most readers, the eighteenth century actually remained a
century of intensive, meditative reading.809 Finally, as Francis Bacon’s famous dictum concerning
the three ways to consume a book—tasting, devouring, and chewing and digesting—suggests,
even an individual reader could take up different reading practices at different times depending on
what his or her goals were in approaching a given text.810
These challenges have justifiably given some historians pause in accepting Engelsing’s
broad generalization. Nevertheless, historians studying reading in England, France, and North
America have echoed Engelsing’s argument, pointing to the existence of a more general “reading
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revolution” during the eighteenth century.811 In the French context, Roger Chartier has gone
further than Engelsing to trace the cultural and political consequences of extensive reading.
Chartier argues that, if books contributed in any way to the origins of the French Revolution, it
was less their contents than the ways in which they were read. It was the increasingly irreverent
attitudes towards books adopted by their readers that made the difference by undermining the
authoritative nature of books and contributing to a larger process by which powers in the Church
and state were sapped of their legitimacy.812
The study of the Unigenitus controversies cannot explain why all or even most readers in
Europe came to read differently in the course of the eighteenth century, if that was in fact the
case. Nevertheless, by reconstructing how readers of the Unigenitus controversies read, not just
what they read, it can help to explain how and why a part of that shift began to take place in
France. Furthermore, we can recover the roles of a wide variety of actors with different intentions
in bringing about this shift. This collection of actors includes the polemicists who invited public
judgment and prescribed new reading practices to readers, the artisans and craftsmen who
produced these texts and gave them their forms, the peddlers and others who distributed them,
and the readers themselves, who appropriated these texts sometimes as they were meant to and
sometimes in more creative and even rebellious ways. Their readings were always highly
intersubjective and informed by a constellation of textual and non-textual media. Even readers
engaged in the most apparently subversive forms of reading—inverting the meaning of a papal
Bull that was “armed with all of the authority of the century,” for instance—were, in other ways,
deeply conformist, adapting their reading practices and understandings to fit those of their own
particular reading community or public.813
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As we have seen, before Unigenitus, Jansenist readers and especially the many readers
of the Réflexions morales were meditative readers par excellence. The book itself was meant to
aid their meditation, and Quesnel and his approbators defined the ways in which readers were to
use the book to edify themselves, above all, through self-reflection. Nevertheless, when the
popular Bible commentary was condemned by the papacy, the monarchy, and the vast majority of
French bishops in 1713 and 1714, Jansenist polemicists invited public judgment on matters of
Church and state to defend the book. They sought to inform the judgments of even the most
ordinary readers. On the one hand, they provided readers with theological and doctrinal
instruction, above all, through their efforts to publish Jansenist editions of Unigenitus, which
commented on and justified the condemned propositions. On the other hand, they produced a
large amount of works that instructed readers concerning the worldly origins of Unigenitus and
the bitter fruits the Bull had produced. These doctrinal and historical arguments circulated in a
wide array of print, manuscript, and oral forms, enabling these arguments to reach different sorts
of audiences and contributing to a general expansion of explicitly political communication in early
eighteenth-century France. They traveled through a number of informal and formal channels of
production and distribution that not only enabled their reading but also conditioned it by helping to
endow Jansenist polemical works with trustworthiness and by positioning the reader as a
defender of the truth against arbitrary authority. Finally, this call to public judgment was heeded
by many readers, who over the course of the controversies, came to read more and to practice an
increasingly informative reading method, even and perhaps especially when applied to religious
works and the Réflexions morales itself.
While the shift from meditative reading to informative reading at first glance may appear
to be just a rebranding of the familiar shift from intensive to extensive reading, there are
substantial differences implied by and advantages offered by the adoption of these new terms in
this specific context. In the first place, thinking about these reading practices as meditative and
informative more closely approximates the way in which actors conceived of what they were
doing when they approached texts or prescribed reading practices to others. As the very subtitle
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of the Réflexions morales noted, the book was meant as an aid to “meditation.” As any number of
pieces of post-Unigenitus Jansenist polemic made clear, after Unigenitus, readers had an
obligation “to instruct” or “to inform” themselves about the disputed propositions and the
controversy that surrounded them.
These revised terms also help to capture more precisely the complex and changing
relationship envisioned between the reader and the text that accompanied this change in
practice. Under the meditative paradigm, made clear by countless prescriptions of attitudes and
dispositions with which readers should approach texts, the reader brought himself or herself to
bear on the text. In a crucial sense, self-reflection formed and informed the meaning of the text. In
contrast, under the informative paradigm, the text or the constellation of texts that the reader
consumed informed him or her and, in so doing, formed the reader as a reading and judging
subject. This process took place in a setting consciously constructed by Jansenist polemicists to
encourage readers not only to look outside of themselves to other texts to judge the validity of
their views, but also to look to other readers—or to what Gabriel Tarde has termed the regards
d’autrui—to ensure that their readings and judgments were correct and that they were perceived
in a certain light.814 In this sense, the reader increasingly came to be a product of the media that
he or she consumed. This media shaped what he or she believed and how he or she acted
according to that belief. At the same time, the reading community to which he or she belonged,
the interpretive practices to which he or she subscribed, and the sources around which he or she
gathered played a significant role in his or her increasingly public self-fashioning. Somewhat
surprisingly, then, at precisely the moment at which readers came to perceive themselves as
exercising freedom of conscience and assuming a role as autonomous individual judges of
religious doctrine, they also came to think more as a collective public than ever before.
The use of meditative and informative reading also helps to overcome the problem of the
persistence of intensive reading after the supposed rise of extensive reading. Informative readers

814

Tarde, L’Opinion et la foule, 5-6, 9-11.
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did not abandon intensive reading, or even meditative reading, altogether. In fact, there is
significant evidence that they returned to the works they read meditatively, especially the
Réflexions morales, with perhaps a still greater intensity than before. But often, they did so with a
new intention: to inform themselves about what the book said, the doctrine the book contained,
and how that doctrine conformed with or diverged from the Church’s orthodoxy expressed in
scripture and tradition. This form of reading in the informative paradigm was no less intensive
than the meditative reading that had preceded it. Informative reading was differentiated from
meditative reading, instead, in part by the objective with which it was undertaken and likely
ultimately tended towards different ends.
Crucially, my use of these new categories also acknowledges the fact that the shift from
meditative to informative reading developed out of and not against traditional religious forms of
reading, and this new reading practice was often applied first by these readers to religious texts.
While not all or even most early eighteenth-century French readers of books of piety and other
religious works adopted these new practices, many readers of the Unigenitus controversy—and
there were a lot of them, even if we cannot know precisely how many—did. In this sense, the very
reading of books of piety, religious works, and religious polemics contributed in hitherto unknown
ways to the eighteenth century’s “reading revolution” in France. When Jansenist polemicists
called on Jansenist readers to inform themselves and when readers began reading to do so,
these readers believed that they were still engaging in a fundamentally religious reading practice,
and they were attempting to form religious judgments. Even as Jansenist polemicists increasingly
abandoned strictly theological argumentation in favor of sources that explained the corrupt
causes and evil effects of the Bull as external and pretextual signs of the underlying corruption of
the doctrine the Bull promoted, readers who consumed this material adopted a reading practice
that was still, in their minds, religious, even if it was oriented towards understanding the
essentially political machinations of actors in the present.
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Indeed, this new way of reading not only contributed to a broader reading revolution, but
it also possibly helped, as Languet de Gergy suggested, in disseminating a critical spirit to an
ever-wider swath of readers in early eighteenth-century France. While this critical spirit has often
been seen as one of the forces that led eighteenth-century French people out of an age of
religious darkness and into an age of light, informative reading and the critical spirit it helped to
diffuse among readers did not lead in only one direction. Instead, it led readers down many
different and countervailing paths—to more informed belief and to doubt, to feelings of despair
and to hope, but most of all, simply to more reading.
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APPENDICES
APPENDIX A: Selected Key Official Editions of Unigenitus and Copies Consulted
1. Sanctissimi D.N. Domini Clementis divina providentia papae XI damnatio quam plurium
propositionum excerptarum ex libro gallico idomate impresso, et in plures tomos
distributo, sub titulo Le Nouveau Testament en françois, avec des réflexions morales sur
chaque verset, etc. à Paris 1699, ac aliter Abbrégé de la morale de l'Evangile, des Actes
des Apostres, des Epistres de Saint Paul, des épistres canoniques et de l'Apocalypse, ou
Pensées chrestiennes sur le texte de ces livres sacrez etc. à Paris 1693 et 1694 cum
prohi itione ejusdem libri, et aliorum quorumcumque in ejus defensionem tam hactenus
editorum, quam in posterum edendorum. Rome, 1713. 8o
1) KUL 273.713 Bulla/1
2) KUL 273.719 643
3) KUL 273.719 814
4) UUL THO: RIJS 302-125
5) UUL THO: RIJS 140-145
2. Constitution de Nostre Saint Pere Le Pape Clement XI. du 8 septembre 1713. en latin et
en françois, portant condamnation de plusieurs Propositions extraites d'un livre imprimé
en françois, & divisé en plusieurs tomes, intitulé, le Nouveau Testament en françois avec
des Réflexions morales sur chaque verset, &c. à Paris 1699. & autrement, Abbregé de la
morale de l'Evangile, des Epistres canoniques, & de l'Apocalypse, ou Pensées
chrestiennes sur le texte de ces livres sacrez, &c. à Paris 1693. & 1694. avec prohibition
tant de ce livre, que de tous les autres, qui ont paru, ou qui pourront paroistre à l'avenir
pour sa défense. Paris, 1713. 4o
1) Bibliothèque Mazarine - A 15957-1, 1
2) Bibliothèque Mazarine - A 15958-15, 6
3) Bibliothèque Mazarine - A 12518, 3
4) BNF Mitterand E-2401 (1713/09/08)-5
5) BNF Mitterand F-21022 (57)
6) BNF Richelieu Clairambault 549 (271)
7) BNF Richelieu Français 22088 (106)
8) BSPR PR 200=1
9) BSPR PR 242=1
10) BSPR PR 202=1
11) BSG 4 D 1580 (111) INV 1703 (p. 19)
12) Penn K-D653, v. 1, no. 5
13) Newberry Case Wing Folio Z144 .A1 v. 3, no 46
3. Sanctissimi D.N. Domini Clementis Divina Providentia Papae XI. Damnation
quamplurium propositionum excerptarum ex libre gallico idiomate impresson, & in plures
tomos distributo, sub titulo; le Nouveau Testament en françois avec des Réflexions
morales sur chaque verset, &c. à Paris 1699. & autrement, Abbregé de la morale de
l'Evangile, des Epistres canoniques, & de l'Apocalypse, ou Pensées chrestiennes sur le
texte de ces livres sacrez, &c. à Paris 1693. & 1694. Cum prohibitione ejusdem libri, &
aliorum quorumcumque in ejus defensionem tam hactenùs editorum, quàm in posterum
edendorum. Paris, 1713. 4o
1) BNF - Mitterand E-2401 (1713/09/08)-2
2) BSPR LP 410=73
4. “Condamnation faite par Notre Très-Saint Père le Pape Clement XI de plusieurs
propositions, extraites d’un livre imprimé en François, & divisé en plusieurs tomes,
intitulé, Le Nouveau Testament en François avec des Réflexions morales sur chaque
verset &c.” In Délibérations de l’assemblée des Cardinaux, Archevêques et Evêques,
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5.

6.

7.

8.

tenue à Paris en l’année 1713. & 1714, sur l’acceptation de la Constitution en forme de
Bulle de N. S. P. le Pape Clément XI. Paris, 1714. 4o
1) Bibliothèque Mazarine, 4o, 12213-1
2) Bibliothèque Mazarine A-12518 2
3) BNF Richelieu Clairambault 549 (299)
4) BNF Richelieu Français 22088 (109)
5) BSPR CF51
6) BSPR LP 203=24
7) BSPR LP 410=97
8) BSPR LP 500=2
9) BSG 4 D 1680 (86) INV 1675 FA (p. 1)
10) CUA 273.7 v.12, item 1
11) Newberry Case Wing Folio Z144 v. 3, no. 49
Constitution en forme de bulle de notre Saint Pere le Pape Clement XI. portant
condamnation de plusieurs propositions, extraites d'un livre imprimé en françois, & divisé
en plusieurs tomes, intitulé: le Nouveau Testament en françois avec des Réflexions
morales sur chaque verset, &c. à Paris 1699. & autrement, Abbregé de la morale de
l'Evangile, des Epistres canoniques, & de l'Apocalypse, ou Pensées chrestiennes sur le
texte de ces livres sacrez, &c. à Paris 1693. & 1694. Avec l'Acte d'acceptation de ladite
constitution, faite par Nosseigneurs de l'Assemblée, tenuë à Paris en l'année 1713. &
1714. & le Mandement & Instruction pastorale de Monseigneur l'Evêque et Seigneur de
S. Pons, pour l'acceptation & publication de ladite constitution. Beziers, 1714.
1) BSPR CF=1
Lettres patentes sur la constitution du Pape en forme de Bulle, portant condemnation
d’un livre intitulé, le Nouveau Testament en françois avec des Réflexions morales, à
Paris, 1699 & autrement, Abrégé de la morale de l’Evangile, des Epistres canoniques et
de l’Apocalypse, ou Pensées Chrétiennes sur le texte de ces livres sacrés à Paris, 1693
et 1694. Poitiers, 1714.
1) Bibliothèque Mazarine A 10695-21
Mandament ou Instruction pastorale, dont Monseigneur L’Evesque d’Angers ordonne la
publication & l’execution dans son diocese, en consequence de l’acceptation de la
constitution de N.S.P. le Pape, portant condemnation de plusieurs Propositions, extraites
d’un livre imprimé en françois & divisé en plusieurs tomes, intitulé le Nouveau Testament
en françois avec des Réflexions morales, à Paris, 1699 & autrement, Abrégé de la
morale de l’Evangile, des Epistres canoniques et de l’Apocalypse, ou Pensées
Chrétiennes sur le texte de ces livres sacrés à Paris, 1693 et 1694. Angers, 1714.
1) Bibliothèque Mazarine A 10695-25
Condamnation faite par nostre T.S.P. le Pape Clement XI. de plusieurs Propositions,
extraites d’un livre imprimé en françois, & divisé en plusieurs tomes, intitulé, le Nouveau
Testament en françois avec des Réflexions morales, à Paris, 1699 & autrement, Abrégé
de la morale de l’Evangile, des Epistres canoniques et de l’Apocalypse, ou Pensées
Chrétiennes sur le texte de ces livres sacrés à Paris, 1693 et 1694. Chartres, 1714.
1) BSPR LP 410=125

APPENDIX B: Jansenist Unigenituses and Copies Consulted
1. Traduction de la condamnation latine d’une grande quantité de propositions tirées d’un
livre français en plusieurs volumes sous ce titre: Le Nouveau Testament en François
avec des Réflexions Morales, à Paris, 1699. Et autrement: abrégé de la Morale de
l’Evangile… à Paris 1693… Portant aussi condemnation du même livre… Par nôtre tresSaint Pere Clement… Pape XI. Rome [Paris], 1713. 12o; pages: [1-3] 4-143; signatures:
A-M6
1) BNF Mitterand E-4720 (1713/09/08) - 2
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2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.
9.
10.

2) BSPR CF 366=2
3) BSPR LP 681=1
4) BSG 8 D 3856 (7) INC 4181 (P. 2)
[Fouillou, Jacques]. Constitution de Notre Saint-Père le pape Clément XI, du 8 de
septembre 1713, en latin et en françois, avec des observations sur les propositions
censurées. s.l., 1714. 12o; pages: [i-ii] iii-xv [xvi] [1] 2-376; signatures: *8 A-P12 Q8 [No J]
1) BSPR PR 573
2) BNF Mitterand D-12503
3) BSG 8 D 3884 (122) INV 4429
4) BSG 8 D 3884 (123) INV 4430 (P. 1)
5) KUL 273.713 Bulla/3
6) CUA 273.7 M678 v. 3a, item 2
7) CUA 273.7 M678 v. 25, item 1
[Fouillou, Jacques]. Constitution de Notre Saint-Père le pape Clément XI, du 8 de
septembre 1713, en latin et en françois, avec des observations sur les propositions
censurées. s.l., 1714. 12o; pages: [i-ii] iii-xiv [1] 2-464; signatures: *7 A-T12 V4
1) BSPR PR 576
[Boursier, Laurent-François, Gabriel-Nicolas Nivelle, Leonard Dilhe, Jean-Baptiste Le
Sesne de Ménilles d’Étemare, Pasquier Quesnel, Jacques Le Fèvre, and Jacques
Fouillou]. La Constitution Unigenitus, en quatre colonnes. s.l., 1714. 4o; pages: 1-41;
signatures: A-E4 F3
1) BNF Mitterand D-4543
2) BSPR LP 500=1
[Boursier, Laurent-François, Gabriel-Nicolas Nivelle, Leonard Dilhe, Jean-Baptiste Le
Sesne de Ménilles d’Étemare, Pasquier Quesnel, Jacques Le Fèvre, and Jacques
Fouillou]. Jugement des saints pères sur les propositions condamnées dans la
constitution du 8 septembre 1713, contre le nouveau Testament avec des Réflexions
morales. s.l., 1714. 12o; pages: [i-ii] iii-iv [v-vi] 1-160; signatures: A-N12 O2 [No J]
1) KUL 273.713 Bulla/1
2) BSG 8 D 3884 (123) INV 4430
[Boursier, Laurent-François, Gabriel-Nicolas Nivelle, Leonard Dilhe, Jean-Baptiste Le
Sesne de Ménilles d’Étemare, Pasquier Quesnel Jacques Le Fèvre, and Jacques
Fouillou]. Les Hexaples, ou les six colomnes sur la constitution Unigenitus. Amsterdam,
1714. 4o; pages: [4]-96-408.
1) BSPR PR 200=2
2) Bibliothèque Mazarine, 4o 12213-3
3) BSG 4 D 1580 (96) INV 1688
4) KUL 273.713 HEXA
5) Personal Copy, Hexaples, 1714
[Boursier, Laurent-François, Gabriel-Nicolas Nivelle, Leonard Dilhe, Jean-Baptiste Le
Sesne de Ménilles d’Étemare, Pasquier Quesnel Jacques Le Fèvre, and Jacques
Fouillou]. Les Hexaples, ou les six colonnes sur la constitution Unigenitus. s.l., 1715. 12o;
pages: xxxvi-582.
1) KUL 273.713 Bulla 12
La constitution Unigenitus de Notre Saint Pere Clement XI. et le nouveau catechisme à
l'usage de ceux qui la recevront. The Hague, 1718. 12o A-C8 D2
1) UUL 325 F 17 - 7
La Constitution de Notre Saint Pere Clement XI. et le nouveau catechisme à l'usage de
ceux qui la recevront. The Hague, 1718. 12o; pages: 1-56; [entirely engraved edition]
1) Newberry Case BX4725 .C397
[Boursier, Laurent-François, Gabriel-Nicolas Nivelle, Leonard Dilhe, Jean-Baptiste Le
Sesne de Ménilles d’Étemare, Pasquier Quesnel Jacques Le Fèvre, and Jacques
Fouillou]. Les Hexaples, ou les six colonnes sur la constitution Unigenitus. 7 vols.
Amsterdam, 1721. 4o
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11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

1) BSPR LP 273
2) Princeton, ZMTY (Hexaples)
3) KUL D60-66
4) Bibliothèque Mazarine, 4o 19340-1-7
5) UUL ODV 665
6) UUL ODV 285-391
[Gudver, Nicolas]. Constitution Unigenitus, de notre S. P. le Pape Clement XI du 8
septembre 1713. qui condamne le livre des Réflexions morales sur le Nouveau
Testament. s.l., [1724]. 12o; pages: 1-44; A-C6 D4
1) Aresenal 8-T-4563 (3)
2) BNF Mitterand E-5737
3) BSPR CF 366=6
4) BSPR PR 845=1
5) BSPR LP 682=5
6) BSG 8 D 3884 (77) INV 4400 (p. 11)
7) BSG 8 D 3884 (270) INV 4578 (p. 10)
[Gudver, Nicolas]. Constitution Unigenitus de nôtre S.P. le Pape Clement XI. du 8
septembre 1713. qui condamne le livre des Réflexions morales du Pere Quesnel sur le
Nouveau Testament. s.l., [1724]. 12o; pages 1-84; signature A-C12 D6
1) BNF Mitterand D-31043
2) BNF Mitterand E-5739
3) BSPR LP 1366=1
4) BSPR LT 500=1
5) BSPR PR 574=1
6) BSPR PR 575=1
7) BSPR PR 694=2
8) BSPR PR 954=1b
9) BSPR PR 1694=1
10) BSPR PR 2376=1
11) BSPR PR 3591=1
12) BSPR PR 4771=2
13) BSG 8 D 3884 (74) INV 4398 (p. 2)
14) BSG 8 D 3884 (326) INV 4632 (p. 1)
[Gudver, Nicolas]. Constitution Unigenitus, de notre S.P. le Pape Clement XI. du 8.
septembre 1713. qui condamne le livre des Réflexions morales du Pere Quesnel sur le
Nouveau Testament. s.l., [1724]. 12o; pages: 1-44; signatures: A-C6 D4
1) BSPR PR 3124=2
2) UUL ODB 2690
[Gudver, Nicolas]. La constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques et des notes. s.l.,
[1724]. 12o; pages: [1-2] 3-30 I-CXXVIII; signatures: a-b6 c2 d1 a-k6 l4
1) Arsenal 8-T-4350
2) BNF Mitterand D12498
3) BSPR PR 579=1
4) BSPR PR 581=1
5) BSPR PR 1696=1
6) BSPR PR 4153
7) Newberry 3A 5287
[Gudver, Nicolas]. Constitution Unigenitus, de notre S.P. le Pape Clement XI. du 8
septembre 1713. qui condamne le livre des Réflexions morales du Pere Quesnel sur le
Nouveau Testament. s.l., [1724]. 12o; pages: 1-42; signatures: A-C6 D3
1) Bibliothèque Mazarine 8o 42895-1
2) BNF Mitterand E-5738
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16. [Gudver, Nicolas]. La constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques et des notes. s.l.,
[1727]. 12o; pages: [1-2] 3-40 [Errata not paginated] I-CLXIII; signatures: a-c6 d2 A4 B-O6
[No J, instead of Nii has Mii]
1) Arsenal 8-T-4351
2) Arsenal 8-T-4352
3) BNF Mitterand D-12497
4) BSPR CF 141
5) BSPR PR 583=1
6) BSPR PR 584=1
7) BSPR PR 654=4
8) BSPR PR 4151
9) BSG 8 D 3884 (28) INV 4357 (p. 3)
17. [Gudver, Nicolas]. La constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques et des notes. s.l.,
[1727]. 12o; pages: [1-2] 3-40; 1-163; signatures: ã6 e6 i6 o2 A4 B-O6
1) BNF Mitterand D-71200 (1)
2) BSPR CF 161
3) BSPR PR 582=1
4) BSPR PR 3184=2
5) BSPR PR 3609=2
6) UUL 314 G 17
7) UUL 327 J 4 dl 1
18. [Le Gros, Nicolas]. Abrégé chronologique des principaux evenemens qui ont précédé la
Constitution Unigenitus, & qui y ont donné lieu, ou qui en sont les suites. Avec les 101.
propositions du P. Quesnel mises en parallele avec l’Ecriture & la tradition. Utrecht, 1730.
16o; pages: [1-3] 4-96; signatures: A8 B4 C8 D4 E8 F4 G8 H4
1) Arsenal 4-T-1545
2) Arsenal 4-T-1584 (2,8)
3) Arsenal 4-T-1584 (4,20)
4) Bibliothèque Mazarine, 8o 49509
5) BNF Mitterand 8-Ld3-134
6) BNF Mitterand 16-H-1965 (3)
7) BSPR PR 602
8) BSPR LP 2219=1
19. [Le Gros, Nicolas]. Abrégé chronologique des principaux evenemens qui ont précédé la
Constitution Unigenitus, & qui l'ont suivie, où l'on montre en peu de mots la naissance &
le progrès des erreurs qui l'ont enfantée. Avec les 101. propositions du Pere Quesnel
mises en parallele avec l'ecriture & la tradition. Utrecht, 1731. 16o; pages: [1-3] 4-68 [6970] [1] 2-71; signatures: A8 B4 C8 D4 E7 F4 A4 B8 C4 D8 E4 F8
1) Arsenal 8-T-4292
20. [Le Gros, Nicolas]. Abrégé chronologique des principaux evenemens qui ont précédé la
Constitution Unigenitus, & qui l'ont suivie, où l'on montre en peu de mots la naissance &
le progrès des erreurs qui l'ont enfantée. Avec les 101. propositions du Pere Quesnel
mises en parallele avec l'ecriture & la tradition. Nancy, 1731. 16o; pages: [1-3] 4-68 [69]
[1] 2-71; signatures: A8 B4 C8 D4 E8 F4 A4 B8 C4 D8 E4 F8
1) BSPR LP 2221
2) UUL 315 J 35
21. [Le Gros, Nicolas]. Abrégé chronologique des principaux evenemens qui ont précédé la
Constitution Unigenitus, & qui y ont donné lieu, ou qui en sont les suites. Avec les CI.
propositions du P. Quesnel mises en parallele avec l'ecriture & la tradition. s.l., 1732. 12o;
pages: [1-3] 4-74 [1] 2-41 [1-3] 4-82; signatures: A1 B-G6 H3 A-C6 D3 A5 B-G6 H2
1) Arsenal 4-T-1584 (6,3)
2) Arsenal 8-T-4293
3) Arsenal 8-T-4294
4) Bibliothèque Mazarine, 8o 32338-5
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22.

23.

24.

25.

5) Bibliothèque Mazarine, 8o 36444
6) Bibliothèque Mazarine, 8o 47025
7) BSG 8 D 3873 INV 4235 FA
8) BSG 8 D 3884 (8) INV 4342 FA (p. 1)
9) BSG 8 D 3884 (50) INV 4377 FA (p. 2-4)
10) BNF Mitterand E-4720 (1713/09/08)-3
11) BNF Richelieu Clairambault 537 (3e Pièce)
12) BSPR LGd2964=4-6
13) BSPR PR 577=2-4
14) BSPR PR 604=1
15) BSPR PR 605=1-2
16) BSPR PR 607=1
17) BSPR PR 608=1
18) BSPR PR 1969=4-6
19) BSPR PR 3574=1
20) BSPR PR 3584=1
21) UUL ICON 311
22) UUL ODB 4861
23) Personal Copy, Abrégé, 1732
[Gudver, Nicolas]. La constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques et des notes,
augmentée du système des Jésuites opposé à la doctrine des propositions du père
Quesnel, et d’un parallèle de ce système avec celui des Pélagiens. Paris, 1733. 12o;
pages: [1-2] 3-59 [1] 2-221; signatures: a6 e6 i6 o6 u6 A-S6 T3 [No J]
1) Arsenal 4-T-1585
2) 8o 24509
3) 8o 43346
4) BNF Mitterand 8-Z Le Senne-9374 (1)
5) BNF Mitterand D-12499
6) BSPR PR 577=1
7) BSPR PR 585=1
8) BSPR PR 3118=1
9) BSPR PR 4130
10) BSPR 4785=1
11) KUL RA 96135
12) Newberry 3A 5288
13) UUL ODB 993
[Gudver, Nicolas]. La constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques et des notes,
augmentée du système des Jésuites opposé à la doctrine des propositions du père
Quesnel, et d’un parallèle de ce système avec celui des Pélagiens. Paris, 1733. 12o;
pages: [1-3] 4-56; 1-220 [221-errata]; signatures: a6 e6 i6 o6 u4 A-S6 T2
1) BSPR CF 139=2
[Gudver, Nicolas]. La constitution Unigenitus de notre très S. Père le Pape Clement XI,
contre le livre des Réflexions morales sur le Nouveau Testament, avec des remarques.
Amsterdam, 1735. 12o; pages: [Avis de l'Editeur not paginated] 1-12 1-163; signatures: a6
A-N6 O4
1) BSPR PR 551=6
2) BSPR PR 580=1
3) BSPR PR 759=2
4) BSPR PR 2791=3
5) BSP 8 D 3873 (2) INV 4236
6) UUL ODB 2867
[Le Gros, Nicolas]. Le Calendrier ecclesiastique pour l’année bissexile M DCC XXXVI.
Avec le necrologe des personnes qui depuis un siecle se sont le plus distinguées par leur
piété, par leur attachment à Port-Royal… et un abrégé chronologique des principaux
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26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

evenémens qui ont precede & suivi la Constitution Unigenitus. Utrecht, 1736. 16o; pages:
[i-xiv] [1-3] 4-133 [1] 2-71; signatures: [no signatures for i-xiv] A8 B4 C8 D4 E7 F3 G6 H8 I2
K9 L-M4 A4 B8 C4 D8 E4 F8
1) BSPR PR 647=1-3
2) KUL Leuven MU 1120 H21
[Gudver, Nicolas]. La constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques, où l'on fait voir
l'opposition de la doctrine des Jesuites, à celle des Saints Peres contenue dans les
propositions du Pere Quesnel. Utrecht, 1737. 12o; pages: [i-v] vi-xxvi; [3] 4-225;
signatures: A-K12 L5 [no J]
1) BSPR CF 134=1
2) BSPR CF 135
3) BSPR PR 586=1
4) BSG 8 D 3884 (350) INV 4646 (p. 3)
5) UUL 320 K 24
[Le Gros, Nicolas]. Le Calendrier ecclesiastique pour l'année M DCC XXXVIII. Avec le
necrologe des personnes qui depuis un siecle se sont distinguées par leur piété, par leur
attachement à Port-Royal, & par leur amour pour les vérités combattues. Et un Abregé
chronologique des principaux évenemens qui ont precedé & suivi la Constitution
Unigenitus. Utrecht, 1738. 12o; pages: XXXI-144.
1) KUL 273.71 CALE
[Gudver, Nicolas]. La constitution Unigenitus, avec des remarques, où l'on fait voir
l'opposition de la doctrine des Jesuites, à celle des Saints Peres contenue dans les
propositions du Pere Quesnel. [s.l.], 1739. 12o; pages: [i] ii-xxiii [1] 2-280; signatures: ABb6 Cc2
1) Arsenal 8-T-4353
2) BNF Mitterand D-12500
3) BSPR CF 136
4) BSPR LP 1282=1
5) BSPR PR 587=1
6) BSPR PR 651=1
7) BSPR PR 755=1
8) BSPR PR 2800=1
9) BSPR PR 4767=1
10) BSG 8 Z 1271 INV 3433
11) UUL ODB 2520
12) Personal Copy, Constitution, 1739
Les cent-une propositions condamnées par la bulle Unigenitus. mises en paralelle avec
l'ecriture & la tradition. Nouvelle edition, revûë, corrigée & augmentée. Villefranche, 1739.
12o; [1-2] 3-60; signatures: A-E6
1) BSPR PR 578=2
2) BSG MS 2934
"Constitution Unigenitus." In Recueil de divers ouvrages au sujet de la constitution
Unigenitus, faits pour l'instruction & pour la consolation des fidèles qui sont touchés des
maux de l'Eglise. Utrecht, 1740. 12o; pages: [i-v] vi-lxiv [1-3] 4-332; signatures: *-****8 AV8 X7 [No J or W]
1) BSPR LP 1914=1
2) Newberry 3A 4915, no. 1
La constitution Unigenitus du Pape Clement XI. du 8 septembre 1713. avec les 101.
propositions du P. Quesnel mises en parallele avec l'ecriture & la tradition. Paris, 1741.
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